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 HELLO ALL! 
 
    My name is Kirill Klevanski and you are reading my adventure LitRPG wuxia saga. 
 
    The whole story is planned out and will have 2000 chapters. Now the story has over 1500 chapters spanning 18 books. 
 
    12 books are translated into English and released. 
 
    To read the story from the beginning click the link:
Dragon Heart: Stone Will  
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    Enjoy your reading… 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1035 
 
      
 
    Prologue of the second half of the series 
 
      
 
   T he huge throne room was magnificent, but empty. This combination inspired both a sense of awe at its splendor, and a longing for the former glory of a place where lavish feasts and balls had once been held, making the Lascanian Palace famous across all seven Empires. 
 
    The clinking of the cavalry corps captain’s spurs echoed off the high walls. The marble slabs of the floor polished to a mirror sheen, the majestic columns, the artful fountains, and the small gardens in this beautiful hall only added to the sense of majesty from a bygone era. In his black, soot-covered armor, he looked like a dirty smudge defiling the snow-white hall, which was flooded with daylight that was seeping through the tall stained-glass windows. 
 
    The captain strode up to the snow-white throne made from magic marble. To the left and right of it stood various fountains, through which water hadn’t flowed for a long time. The garden beds, enclosed by a white metal fence, once full of fruit, were now covered in beautiful but wilting flowers. Despite its former majesty, these days, after the death of Emperor Gridid, the Palace of the Imperial Family was only a pitiful shadow of what it had once been. 
 
    However, this didn’t detract from its glory, sheer scope, or otherworldly beauty. The Satyrs’ Garden, in the center of which stood the Palace, was every bit the equal of the Forbidden City of Dahanatan. Although, if he were to say that out loud, he would lose his head. The Regent Mother was too sensitive to any comparisons between the two Empires. She still remembered the days when Darnassus had been on the verge of disappearing, back when it would’ve only taken a bit of effort for the other six Empires to end it completely… By some curious twist of fate, it had been at its weakest when Morgan the Fearless had appeared. 
 
    “Damn that bastard!” The Regent Mother often repeated. “His father only made two good decisions during his entire reign: knocking up that smartass mother of his, and then hiding the boy from us in the Moonlight Sect! Damn those pacifists! Damn all of Darnassus!” 
 
    When Morgan had been only six winters old, his father and mother had been killed by assassins hired by Lascan. If that had started a war for the Darnassian territories, most of them would’ve gone to Lascan, as the Empire with both the most powerful army and the one that shared the largest border with Darnassus. 
 
    Chaverie and Gazargaz also shared a border with Darnassus, but they hadn’t had enough military might to capitalize on the situation back then. As for the remaining three Empires, they’d been too far removed from Darnassus to be interested in it at the time. Nowadays, however, everyone but Lascan was tucking their tails between their legs and whimpering due to the rampant growth of their neighbor. 
 
    “Regent Mother.” The cavalryman bowed deeply. “I have a report from the front for you.” 
 
    A woman with snow-white hair sat on the snow-white throne, playing with a small blond boy’s hair. The Lascanian flag hung above the throne — a white cloth upon which silver threads formed the symbol of the spring equinox. 
 
    The boy playing with tin soldiers at the foot of the throne paid absolutely no attention to what was happening around him. The three-year-old was too engrossed in his game to be distracted by minor changes in the snow-white hall, such as the appearance of the cavalry captain, who still reeked of gunpowder. 
 
    A three-year-old Prince who can’t even speak yet. He was looking at the boy pushing two soldiers together and muttering to himself. Rumors say that the Mad General was already training so hard at that age that even experienced warriors were surprised by it… My Emperor, why did you have to leave us? 
 
    “Stand up, captain Sekiya.” The Regent Mother waved her hand imperiously. 
 
    She was beautiful. 
 
    The difficulties and trials of the last few centuries had left deep wrinkles on her narrow, sharp face. Gray strands had appeared in her hair. Her fingers had become knobby, and her narrow waist wasn’t as narrow anymore. Even so, she was still one of the most beautiful women in the seven Empires. 
 
    “Regent Mother,” she repeated musingly, ruffling her son’s hair. “I was once addressed as ‘My Empress,’ or even ‘Your Imperial Majesty.’ And now I’m just a regent who’ll soon be handing over the reins to her son.” 
 
    Captain Sekiya, who was not only the Regent’s confidant, but also the go-between that she and the Head of the foreign affairs office used, was able to maintain a perfectly neutral expression. But in his heart, as he looked at the carefree boy who hadn’t even been given a weapon yet, he couldn’t see the benefits of such an upbringing. Only mortals brought up children that could only play with toys at the age of three, as well as mumble a few words, barely connecting them into sentences. Such children could only be taught something starting from the age of seven or so. The children of cultivators and noble families were different. They had to be. 
 
    “Here is the report,” Sekiya held out a sealed scroll. 
 
    The Regent Mother waved her hand and the scroll flew out of his hands and into hers. She unrolled it and read through it. A narrow, razor-sharp smile twisted her face. 
 
    “Morgan... What a vindictive little boy you are! Back when you were just learning your first words, I was already toying with people like you.” The Regent put the scroll into her spatial artifact. “Send word that the Prince of Darnassus must be allowed to enter the Delphie Valley. He must gain a foothold in our factory, after which…” her smile became even sharper, “We’ll proceed according to plan, captain Sekiya. And soon, we’ll have such good leverage over Morgan that all his petty schemes will no longer be of concern to us.” 
 
    “Of course, my Empress,” the cavalryman bowed. 
 
    His words snapped her out of her contemplation of the distant ceiling. Arching her right eyebrow, she gave Sekiya an appraising look. 
 
    “Do you know why, after all these centuries of working as a secret agent, you’re still alive, Sekiya?” 
 
    “I don’t,” the captain replied without straightening his back. But he did. By the gods and demons, he knew exactly why. 
 
    “You know how to flatter, Sekiya… That’s perhaps the best thing you ever learned to do.” 
 
    That was one of the reasons… 
 
    “Now go.” The Regent pointed toward the exit, “Deliver the report to the border forts. The fleet is already assembled, and so are the stone warriors. Let them leave no trace of the orcs behind. I put up with them on our border, but now they’ve done their job and let Morgan think he’s tricked me. I don’t need them anymore, but even so, make sure it looks like we weren’t expecting an attack. Go, I have to feed my baby.” 
 
    “Yes, Regent Mother.” The cavalryman bowed again, and, still in a half-crouched pose, backed away. Then, turning abruptly, he sped up in order to leave the hall as quickly as possible. As a man and a warrior who’d fought in many wars, he didn’t want to see her breastfeeding that three-year-old boy, a future warrior. Sekiya understood that, no matter how their war with Darnassus ended, Lascan had no future… Well, at least he got to fight for a once-great Empire. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1036 
 
      
 
   I n a shack that stank of old, wet wood, dog fur, and something musky, a boy lay curled up on a small sofa that served as his bed, covered only by a hole-riddled blanket made from an old sheepskin coat and some rags. 
 
    The boy was trembling, and he was muttering in his sleep and wincing. There was a deep furrow between his brows. It was obvious that the child was afraid. He was so scared that he wanted to wake up more than anything else, even though it was midnight outside, and the sky was full of heavy winter clouds. A blizzard had covered everything in a blanket of snow, and the cold was so strong that the shutters of the hut were frozen. But even so, the boy still wanted to wake up, to run out into the street and collapse in the snow, so that the frost and cold could confirm that everything he’d seen so far was nothing more than a nightmare. But he couldn’t. He shivered, whimpered, and remained stuck in a most terrifying vision. 
 
    “Let me help you, you brave little boy,” a soft voice said. 
 
    At the far end of the room, a splinter was burning. The light coming from the smoldering tip of that splinter suddenly spread out like a golden halo. It swirled like a blizzard, except it wasn’t made of ice and snow. The fire soon turned into a simple gray cloak with many colorful patches, a pair of light bast shoes, some canvas pants, and a linen shirt. Strong hands held a simple staff. At first, it might’ve looked like a young man was clutching it, but then wrinkles appeared on the man’s forehead. 
 
    The man’s face looked like he was about twenty-five, but, at the same time, it also bore all the signs of rapidly approaching old age. His ash-colored hair was already streaked with grey, and his multicolored eyes — one blue and the other brown — were blurry. He was a young man... a mature adult… and an old man, all at once. He tapped his staff lightly against the ground, and a chair sprouted from the floorboards. 
 
    The man, who was clearly a wizard, sat down next to the child. He ran his hands through the boy’s hair, then reached out and picked up the splinter, which was now barely dispelling the gloom around it. He squeezed the red dot between two fingers, in the way a candle was usually extinguished, which should’ve plunged the room into darkness, but it didn’t. Instead of putting out the light, the wizard plucked it from the splinter. The scarlet spark hovered at the man’s fingertips. 
 
    “Well, my friend, you’re a bit weaker now.” The strange visitor smiled. 
 
    As if hearing his words, the light blinked several times. 
 
    “Come on now,” he said, a little more sternly. “Do you see him?” He pointed at the boy. The light seemed to turn toward the child. “Shall we help him?” 
 
    The spark shone a little brighter. 
 
    “All right,” the wizard laughed. “I understand.” 
 
    He stood up and placed his staff beside him. It just stood there, upright and still, instead of falling. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, then.” 
 
    The wizard held out the spark and spoke a few words. The light burst into a bright flame. Lighting up the entire room, it rose toward the ceiling, but it didn’t burn the floorboards, the linen curtains, or the wizard’s hands. 
 
    He said a few more words. The flame began to spin, until it turned into a blue river. Like a dancing ribbon, it flew between the floor, the ceiling, and the trembling child. 
 
    The wizard dipped his hand into the river of blue flame. If this had actually been water, he would’ve immediately sunk into it. Even though his feet were on the floor, and the river no more than three fingers wide, he would’ve drowned in it. Such was the curse he bore. But the river, thinner than a razor’s blade and many feet deep at the same time, was thankfully just liquid blue flame. 
 
    The wizard took out a small patch of white light from within its depths. Placing the white light on his hand, he raised it to his lips and whispered a few more words. He cupped his hands together, closed his eyes, and a small figure appeared in front of him. It was an exact copy of the trembling child, only tiny. 
 
    “The flame will be your heart,” the wizard whispered. “Small and defenseless, but able to provide warmth and comfort, and, if necessary, burn everything it touches.” 
 
    He waved his hand, and the flame river shrunk to the size of a needle. A child’s giggle suddenly rang out inside of it, mixed with the murmur of a mother’s chuckle and the thunder of a father’s laughter. 
 
    “Who or what knows everything that goes on inside a house better than a candle? Your sword will be the joy of parents and a child’s peace.” 
 
    The blue needle landed in the little figure’s hands. Still holding the little man made of light in his palm, the wizard leaned over the boy. He ran his free hand over the old blanket. 
 
    “What good people,” he murmured. 
 
    The blanket ‘remembered’ the father’s hands mending it. The warmth of the mother carefully tucking it around her child. The wizard took the father’s firm touch and made armor from it for the little warrior. He turned the mother’s kindness into sunbeams that shone in the gathering darkness. 
 
    “Help him,” the wizard whispered, and lowered his hand. 
 
    The little man, with a salute, jumped down onto the trembling boy’s shoulder, and then plunged into it as if diving into water. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, but then the furrow between the child’s eyebrows disappeared, his lip stopped twitching, and he relaxed slightly, even turning to lay on his other side. The child’s breathing steadied, and he fell into a calm, restful sleep. 
 
    “Remember, brave little child,” the wizard whispered, stroking the boy’s hair, “Everything you need to overcome your fears is already inside of you.” 
 
    With that, he picked up his staff, carefully opened the door of the hut, and headed out. There, in the cold and darkness, the one who thrived in such an environment was already waiting for him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1037 
 
      
 
   T hey faced each other. A tall, broad-shouldered demon wearing a gray, predatory cloak, in the slits of which fangs and eyes could be seen. The demon, who had assumed a human form, was wearing a wide-brimmed hat that hid half of his face. Only a single, glimmering scarlet eye could be seen. In his hands, he held a bleeding, crimson sphere, and black blobs — people’s nightmares — swarmed around his legs. They currently looked angry, and even somewhat upset. 
 
    “Hello, my old enemy,” The demon bowed slightly. “You chose an unpleasant way to call me here.” 
 
    Despite the freezing cold and the blizzard, the wizard was wearing simple clothes and a straw hat. His patched cape fluttered behind him, and a small canvas bag was attached to his belt. 
 
    “This night is awful even without your nightmares, Helmer.” There wasn’t even a hint of fear in the wizard’s voice, despite the fact that he was speaking to the Lord of Nightmares, an ancient demon who served as the Emissary of the Prince of Demons himself. “I took it upon myself to help that poor child.” 
 
    “No one has the right to interfere with my nightmares, Ash,” the demon said, slightly perturbed. The crimson sphere in his hands flashed with a red light, and the slits in his cloak snarled, “That’s my right alone!” 
 
    Shadows reached for the wizard’s feet. The cold and darkness thickened, turning into something frightening and deadly. The wizard remained calm and simply struck the snow with his staff. Immediately, the clouds that covered the sky burst into soap bubbles. 
 
    The clouds quite literally turned into iridescent bubbles with a pop, and were then carried away by the wind. The night sky shone, full of what appeared to be haphazardly scattered gems. The stars didn’t just twinkle coldly and listlessly. They danced. Their light stretched out, moving toward the two of them. 
 
    Helmer looked up and, wrapping his cloak more tightly around him, walked to the only shadow that had survived the onslaught of starlight, the circle of darkness created by his own crimson sphere. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Sage,” Helmer bowed reluctantly. “I forgot my place.” 
 
    The wizard slammed his staff down again, and everything was gone. The stars froze, their light drawn back into the bottomless night sky, which was now once again hidden by heavy clouds. 
 
    “Why did you summon me, Ash, Master of almost all the Words?” The demon asked in an official tone. 
 
    The wizard raised his head to the sky. 
 
    “Do you remember how you came to me once, near that river that dried up long ago?” 
 
    “It dried up because you killed its Spirit,” Helmer interrupted him, “To save that boy… I have to say, Ash, you always did seem to have a soft spot for boys… If I didn’t know that you truly love Reika, that fact would’ve raised some concerns about you.” 
 
    Ash said nothing. Helmer sighed and shook his head, then he sat down on a throne that the nightmares formed for him. 
 
    “I don’t understand you, Sage. Back then, dozens of eons ago, when I first met you, you were young and weak. A disciple of Hu-Chun, the Blue Flame, the Master of a thousand Words... The first killer of Ana’Bree... You were haunted by the sins of your past as the Bloody General… You defeated Recker, saved the Princess, stole her first kiss, and went with Reika across the Great Sea to find that you’d sailed to the area where Lascan is today.” 
 
    “I know what happened in my own life, Helmer,” Ash whispered. “Just as I know what happened in yours.” 
 
    “So what?” The demon spread his arms out, the crimson sphere still hovering in front of him. “You know a lot, Ash. You’ve outlived everyone who remembers your time... You even defeated the mage who could turn illusions into reality... You are the strongest and the oldest of the Immortals… You could easily become a god and ascend to the Seventh Heaven if you wanted to, but... you still live in the mortal world. Why?” 
 
    The wizard shrugged, “I like it when the stars are above my head, not under my feet. Besides, mortal girls are more compliant than goddesses.” 
 
    “Come on! That’s no excuse! You managed to get with the Goddess of Love, and her daughter…. at the same time!” 
 
    “In my defense, I didn’t know they were related.” 
 
    They both laughed. Then there was silence again. 
 
    “How many eons have we fought each other, Helmer?” 
 
    “Many eons, my old enemy. Perhaps too many... Sometimes, I don’t know if we’re friends or enemies anymore.” 
 
    “Not everyone…” 
 
    “What?” Helmer twitched in confusion. 
 
    “You said I’ve outlived everyone, but I haven’t… Maybe I’m here, in the mortal world, because the only one left from my past is you, Helmer. You’re the only one who remembers the time when I traveled with the Wandering Stumps, and when we stopped the Demon Parade.” 
 
    “I liked Mary,” Helmer said. “Mary the Birch… She was hot. I wish I could’ve seduced her.” 
 
    “You killed her.” 
 
    “Well, not with my own two hands, but… yeah, I did. The blood of every single one of the Wandering Stumps is somehow on my hands... except yours, halfbreed. You weren’t a match for me. Old Gwell hid you well when you were little, and then…” 
 
    There was silence again. A heavy silence. The wind howled, carrying the snow and showering the pair’s shoulders with sharp chips of ice. There they stood: the human who was so ancient that the Dragon Emperor was like a mewling infant to him, and the demon who’d existed even before the old Sage had been born. 
 
    “Let’s fight, Helmer,” Ash said suddenly. “Let’s fight one last time. Without tricks. Without deception. Let’s fight as we would’ve fought dozens of eons ago, on that riverbank, the night I killed its Spirit.” 
 
    Helmer pondered this offer for a while. 
 
    “Why would I do that? I know that you’d defeat me, Sage. Damn it all, you could beat anyone but my Master, the Fae Queen, and the Jasper Emperor. So why would I agree to willingly lose and die here?” 
 
    “Because if you don’t, I’ll stop the Demon Parade again, as I’ve done hundreds of times before. And you’ll be left with nothing again.” 
 
    “Do as you wish, Sage,” Helmer shrugged. “Look at yourself, Ash. You’re getting old. You refuse to become a god, and so your mortal shell is gradually dying, even while your soul is still growing stronger. You grow mightier with each passing day. However, even if an Immortal isn’t subject to Time, we all obey Death. Your body is dying, and I’m eternal. One day, you’ll either become a god and no longer be able to interfere with my plans, or you’ll simply die.” 
 
    “Is there any honor in that? Is there any honor in waiting for your enemy to die?” 
 
    “Honor?” Helmer almost spat. “That’s a fairytale for young fools. When you die, I’ll win. There’s no point in me fighting you now, when I know I’d lose.” 
 
    “If I want to, I’ll live for a hundred more eons.” 
 
    “Even if you live for thousands more,” Helmer shrugged. “I’ll still live longer. I’ll live forever... And we both know your days are numbered, Sage. Your death is much closer than a hundred eons. It’s much closer than a measly thousand years.” 
 
    The wizard said nothing… 
 
    “I’ll ask again: why did you call me here? Why did you violate my rights and kill my nightmare?” 
 
    Ash suddenly sighed and leaned heavily on his staff. 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe I just wanted to talk to my old enemy... or old friend… After all, your protégé will die tonight. Even if I don’t live to see another Demon Parade, I’ll at least get to watch you end up with nothing again.” 
 
    Helmer started laughing at first, then abruptly came to his senses and held out his hand. A nightmare jumped on it and squeaked something in its Master’s ear. 
 
    “What did you do?” Helmer jumped to his feet. “What did you do, Sage?” 
 
    The demon tried to disappear into the shadows, but couldn’t. The snow he was standing on suddenly burst into white flames. The clearing and the clouds disappeared. They were now standing in the middle of an endless darkness full of stars. 
 
    “This dungeon, Helmer, will exist for only one night. You entered it of your own free will. You can only leave when its walls fall.” 
 
    “What did you do, you fucking halfbreed?” 
 
    “I brought two harbingers together,” Ash replied. “And probably signed my own death warrant in the process.” 
 
    With these parting words, the wizard stepped into the light of one of the stars. The enraged demon, growling and cursing, was left standing alone in the middle of the dungeon created by the greatest wizard to ever live. The one who knew just as much magic and True Words as the Fae Queen, the Prince of Demons, and the Jasper Emperor. He knew them all. Or rather, he knew almost all of them. One Word remained hidden. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1038 
 
      
 
   A rkemeya dismounted, patted the rump of her Bloody Mustang, and headed toward Sukhashim. She could hear the echoes of a battle, but she decided not to come any closer, so that the Mad General wouldn’t be able to sense her. Camping in her safe spot, she waited until the battle was over and the funeral ended. 
 
    Well, she’d also stopped to make sense of her own thoughts. For the first time in her life, she was truly free. The deal she’d struck with Helmer back when she’d been just a child was finally done, and Arkemeya was now free. Maybe this wasn’t a big deal to those who’d been born relatively free, but for a halfbreed who had the blood of inferior demons and the inhabitants of the Sea of Sand flowing through her veins, it was a significant change. She needed time to sort herself out and figure out where to go from here. 
 
    She understood that she wanted to fully enjoy her newfound freedom. And in her personal experience, adventure and unexpected twists of fate kept happening around Hadjar, and for a cultivator, those things meant power and freedom. 
 
    That was why Arkemeya was now walking toward Fort Sukhashim and trying to think of what to say to Hadjar. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms. Maybe if she hadn’t threatened to kill Tom, hadn’t blackmailed him, and hadn’t coaxed a resource of incalculable value out of him, she wouldn’t have had to say anything to him… 
 
    “Still,” she whispered to herself, “He does owe me…” 
 
    She lingered where the road curved. She saw a white-haired swordsman, whom she’d already met in one of the villages, stop in front of Hadjar, say something to him, and then… Arkemeya didn’t understand what happened next. Bathed in the light of the full moon, she saw the white-haired warrior, who spoke in a mechanical voice and moved like a puppet, suddenly disappear and then reappear right next to Hadjar. His sword was buried in the Mad General’s heart. Hadjar hadn’t even managed to take his sword out of his spatial artifact. 
 
    “You idiot!” Arkemeya screamed. 
 
    She’d never understood Hadjar’s habit of carrying his sword in his spatial artifact. Even the simplest style of swordplay required a warrior to have a weapon at hand. Sometimes, a weapon could be pulled out of a scabbard faster than from a spatial artifact, and speed was crucial to one’s survival. 
 
    All these thoughts raced through her mind. Even before Hadjar, clinging to the white-haired swordsman’s shoulders, could fall to the ground, she was charging forward. The ground cracked under her feet. Her two curved sabers flew out of their scabbards, and the purple light that surged from the weapons spread out and turned into the two huge wings of a desert falcon. She moved so quickly that, to the soldiers atop Sukhashim’s walls, she looked like a huge bird in flight. 
 
    But before Arkemeya’s sabers could hit the white-haired swordsman’s back, a wall of roaring flames appeared in front of her. Its heat was so intense, and the mysteries of the Sword contained in it so profound, that Arkemeya had to switch to a defensive stance. Crossing her saber-wings in front of her, she braced for the attack of the white flames. Roaring, they struck her crossed sabers. The stream of fire smashed the ball of purple light into the ground. A huge river of blue flame, compared to which Arkemeya’s defenses looked like tissue paper, dragged its prey a dozen feet away, melting a deep furrow in the ground as it did so. 
 
    When the torrents of fire finally subsided, leaving behind molten rocks and lava flowing into the furrow, Arkemeya dusted herself off and jumped out. What she saw made her assume a more cautious stance. Hadjar was lying on the ground, breathless, with a spark of life barely holding on inside of him. The Mad General clung to life with all his strength, but it was clear that in a few more moments, he would go to meet his forefathers. The white-haired swordsman was examining him. He’d pinned his opponent to the ground with his blade, and was looming over him like a vulture. Snow fell on his broad shoulders, and his gray eyes were glued to Hadjar’s glassy eyes. 
 
    Arkemeya took a step forward. White fire immediately cut her off by appearing right in front of her. The combined White Flame and Sword Spirit mysteries were so deep and powerful that she was certain of one thing: the opponent standing in front of her could kill her with a single attack. 
 
    “Who are you?” She crossed her sabers and sent a slash of purple light toward the person who was standing in her way. 
 
    A shrill cry echoed throughout their surroundings, and the cross-shaped cut turned into a soaring bird of prey with a massive wingspan. When its claws touched the ground, they cut through it as easily as a tailor’s scissors cut through cloth. The wide wings produced echoes so powerful that they reached the walls of Sukhashim and easily left long scratches on the magical rock. 
 
    Along with her Technique, Arkemeya released her True Kingdom of the Twin Sabers and, with a reverse slash of both sabers, sent out two more attacks, which turned into huge beaks. All this power, which even made the orcs who were a few miles away turn around, splattered against a lone white sword. The short blade first sliced through the bird in one motion, and then the waves of white fire that spread out from it shattered the beaks as well. 
 
    “What…” Arkemeya collapsed to her knees. All her power, for which she’d almost sold her soul to Helmer, was useless. 
 
    “Who... are you?” She repeated. 
 
    The girl who appeared out of nowhere didn’t answer Arkemeya’s question. She was beautiful. Arkemeya had lived most of her life among the Dah’Khasses. She had succubus and incubus blood in her, and she’d seen beings so beautiful that any artist would’ve given their left hand for the opportunity to sketch them. However, never before had she met a girl this breathtaking. Her beauty was natural, not only connected to her appearance, but also something that was invisible to the naked eye. She was graceful, her pink skin visible between the white strips of fabric she was covered with, her white hair adorned by a golden tiara. Her face was oval, with delicate cheekbones, elegant brows, a perfectly proportional nose, and a high forehead. Her red lips were sensuous all on their own, without any help from alchemy. Her green eyes, framed by dark, long lashes, were gentle and distant. Long, narrow ears peeked out from under a shock of hair. At first, Arkemeya had thought she was an elf, but the girl’s power structure was too different for her to be one. 
 
    “Who are you?” Arkemeya repeated yet again. 
 
    The girl said nothing. The wind, which had brought a blizzard with it, made the silver necklace she wore on her elegant neck sway. It flashed with a bright light. Silently, she turned around, walked up to the swordsman and Hadjar, then plunged her sword into the ground next to them. A roaring stream of white fire, swirling violently toward the sky, hid the two silhouettes from view. As soon as the wind started blowing again, she disappeared as quickly as she’d appeared. 
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 Chapter 1039 
 
      
 
   A  few cars sped down a deserted street. Brakes screeching, they tried to make a narrow turn. Fortunately, there were no crashes. 
 
    Boreas smoked and watched the people walking along the sidewalk and complaining that winter had begun so suddenly. Well, it wasn’t like it was unusual for the northernmost metropolis of the world to be snowy at the end of December. 
 
    As he puffed out a cloud of smoke, Boreas watched the gray trickles spiral and disappear into the snow and clouds. He loved this city — its granite bridges and embankments, its spires and domes, the dark river that cut through it, the new bridges that glowed like Christmas trees at night, the parks and gardens, and the architecture and atmosphere. 
 
    “Is this my heaven?” Boreas drawled, lowering his cigarette. “Or my hell?” 
 
    The blizzard caressed the roofs of the buildings and the cars parked at the curbs. At this early hour, there weren’t many passersby, so almost no one complained about it. 
 
    “You’ve been running from me for a long time.” 
 
    Hadjar looked up. In front of him stood a woman with black hair, dark eyes, and a beautiful face. She was wearing a white fur coat that went all the way down to her black leather boots. 
 
    “We’ve met before,” she said. “At the lake. You should’ve died. But you ran away… I don’t like it when people run from me.” 
 
    Hadjar took such a long drag that his lungs tingled. He puffed out another cloud of smoke. For a few moments, it resembled a ring, and then it dissipated. 
 
    “Is this a dream? Or am I actually dead?” 
 
    The woman came closer. She reminded him of the Spirit he’d met in the oasis — she shared her features with the most beautiful women he’d ever met. He wondered who had given her hair the color of a moonless night. 
 
    The cigarette burned his fingers, but he took a drag anyway. Searing the filter and skin, he enjoyed the way the fire gnawed on them. He loved winter. Once upon a time, at the hospital, one of his few pastimes had been to watch the frost decorate the windows with various patterns. Then, when he’d wandered around the world while disabled, during winter, he’d even managed to communicate with people. When it had been cold, everyone had wrapped themselves up in warm clothes, and he, a freak covered in layers of clothing just like everyone else, had been able to talk to other people. 
 
    “Today, I’ll take back what was always rightfully mine.” 
 
    The woman took a step forward. A sword appeared in her hands. 
 
    “So, I’m not dead yet,” Boreas sighed, throwing the butt of his cigarette into a trash can. He lifted his head and took a deep breath of the frosty air. It wasn’t as clean as it was in the Nameless World. Here, it was polluted, smelling of something pungent mixed with plastic and high-quality steel. Sometimes, he’d missed this air. 
 
    The woman lunged forward. Her attack was no less skilled than that of an experienced swordsman. Although, it would probably be harder to not become proficient when one practiced swordsmanship for countless ages. 
 
    He dodged with the ease of someone avoiding a petulant child’s tantrum. It was worth noting that the woman had mostly practiced her swordsmanship against opponents who could hardly move a finger at the time. In midair, she turned around and kicked off a lamppost. Leaping over a bench, she landed right next to him. Her black blade came down toward Boreas’ head. 
 
    He easily slid back and, turning on his heel, hooked his foe’s leg, and then hit her chest. The woman flew back a dozen feet and crashed into an empty trash can. Leaving a dent in it, she stood up and assumed an offensive stance. 
 
    “I thought you used a scythe,” he said, calmly taking another cigarette out of the pack. Deftly catching it with his lips, Boreas lit it with his will and took a drag. 
 
    “You don’t know much, then,” the woman hissed, “I’ve always carried a sword.” 
 
    Poetic… A sword would break through the armor that protected a soul. And a scythe would cut a path through the overgrown roads leading to a soul. 
 
    “I’m not going with you just yet.” 
 
    “You don’t have a choice!” She pushed off again, this time from the pavement. The ancient stones creaked, but they held. Just as they’d once held when the bombs had fallen… 
 
    Sparks landed on his shoulders. 
 
    “What-” 
 
    The Blue Blade flashed with energy. The mysteries of the Blue Wind Sword Duchy unfolded like a steel flower. They swept the snow from the roofs, monuments, and statues. They made the granite of the curb tremble and twisted the iron fences and bars. The cars that had just recently been dusted with snow were now stripped of their white covers... 
 
    The sparks that were falling on the blue robes bounced off them and landed on the pavement. The blue robes had been made by Queen Mab herself, the Mistress of Winter and Darkness. At this time of year, they were as solid and sturdy as they could possibly be. 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind,” he said in a firm tone. “I still remember my name, which means I’m not under your power yet, hag.” 
 
    Hadjar dashed to the side and, turning his wrist, parried her attack, slashing at her swiftly. The tip of the Blue Blade cut across the space between them. Behind it, a blue spark stretched out, from which a stream of wind burst forth. It struck the woman’s chest, silencing her scream of rage and despair, and then it sliced through not only her body, but also reality itself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was standing in the middle of a simple training ground. Sand filled his bast shoes, and a wind ruffled his old, worn clothes. A leather strap swayed, holding back his long, black hair, which was in a tight ponytail. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    Overhead, clouds drifted across the azure sky. 
 
    “In my memories,” a familiar voice answered him. 
 
    Hadjar turned around and raised his sword. White Fang was standing across from him. Except he looked a little different now — there wasn’t anything artificial about him. There was reason in his eyes, his movements were more human, and he spoke without pauses. 
 
    “What is-” 
 
    “You don’t have time for reflection or meditation. I needed your help to regain what I lost. I took what I wanted from you, and now my honor commands me to give you your due compensation in return.” 
 
    Hadjar wanted to say that he didn’t understand, but apparently, it was already written all over his face. 
 
    “We have the same Master, Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind. You and I both possess the knowledge handed down to us by the Black General, the first Darkhan.” 
 
    “Who are you, by the demons?” Hadjar exclaimed loudly in frustration. 
 
    White Fang plunged his sword into the ground in front of him. He straightened up and suddenly felt like a huge, immovable mountain. 
 
    “My name is Erhard, the Last King and the First Emperor. I’m the first disciple of the Black General, the greatest swordsman in the history of the Nameless World. I’m Erhard Darkhan.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1040 
 
      
 
   E rhard... Hadjar had heard that name more than once. It had all started a few years ago, in the Wastelands. The Black General had shown Hadjar the past of the Last King, the strongest swordsman of his time, the one who’d managed to not only conquer the Hundred Kingdoms, but had also unified them into a single country. And he’d done all of that with only his sword and will. 
 
    However, his story had ended very suddenly and tragically. Erhard had been betrayed. As was often the case, no matter how strong a warrior was, if they had a weakness, it would definitely be found and used against them. For Erhard, his will had been such a weakness. The will of his heart.  The Last King’s lover had been used against him. He’d been betrayed and killed. 
 
    “But you…” Hadjar didn’t understand what was happening. “You’re dead. You were run through by a spear and-” 
 
    “A spear?” Erhard interrupted him. “Is that what you know about my battle against my advisors? No, junior disciple, I wasn’t stabbed. I was dismembered. A spell was cast on each of my limbs. After doing that, they hid me in a sarcophagus made of magic metal and stone, bound it with magic chains, then buried all of that in an ancient rock. And then the rock itself was hidden underground, within the depths of a lava lake.” 
 
    “Well, that explains your overall twitchiness and your unintelligible speech,” Hadjar whispered under his breath. “But how did you…” 
 
    It dawned on him. The answer was right there, staring him in the face. How could the Last King, slain ages ago, walk this nameless world once again? Because, half a year ago, a vengeful cultivator, who’d received power from the God of War, had decided to raise an army of the dead. Despite all the attempts of Hadjar and his squad, Derek of the Steppe had managed to implement his plan. Along with the weak dead who’d blindly followed the call of his necromancy, the Last King had risen from the bowels of the world as well. 
 
    “My will was strong, junior disciple,” Erhard held out his hand and took out a yellow silk ribbon from his pocket. It didn’t exactly match the extremely masculine and warlike image of this ruler from ancient times. Considering how gently and carefully he held it, and how slowly he tied his hair back into a ponytail with it, it became abundantly clear who exactly had once owned the ribbon. “Besides, even though my actual cultivation level was much lower than yours, I could use…” 
 
    Hadjar heard Erhard say something, but he couldn’t make out what it was. The Last King stared at Hadjar and then shook his head slightly. 
 
    “White Fang’s memories tell me that the warriors of modern times forgot about true power in their pursuit of cheap power. You can’t get it from the World River, or create it from energy. The real power comes only from yourself. You don’t take it from the world, you change the world with it. This is what the Black General taught me, and what I must now pass on to you.” 
 
    Erhard’s words sounded familiar to Hadjar. He’d heard them many times before, and he had gradually come to understand what their deeper truth was. 
 
    Complete analysis, Hadjar ordered mentally. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed... 
 
    The host is in critical condition. 
 
    0 hours, 0 minutes, 0 seconds, 6 milliseconds left until all systems completely stop and are fully disabled... 
 
    Error 07@^#456! 
 
    Initiating recalculation… 
 
    Recalculation completed... 
 
    16 hours, 14 minutes, 45... 44... 43 seconds left before cessation of all functions.] 
 
      
 
    The memories came flooding back to Hadjar. He remembered how, under the light of the full moon, White Fang, Erhard Darkhan, the Last King, had simply stabbed Hadjar’s heart while announcing that they were about to have a friendly spar, not a deadly duel. 
 
    “You killed me!” 
 
    “If I’d wanted to kill you, junior disciple, you would’ve been dead by now,” Erhard responded calmly. 
 
    Hadjar hated to admit it, but the Last King was right. If he’d wanted to kill him, Hadjar would hardly have been able to stop him. Damn it, he wasn’t sure even Morgan could do that. Perhaps only Orune would’ve been able to fight Erhard on equal terms, even though the man was still just an initial-stage Spirit Knight. 
 
    “Then what did you do?” 
 
    Erhard pulled the sword out of the sand and made a figure eight with it in the air, then held it out in front of him, squinting at it with his left eye as he appraised the blade. Apparently, this was not his weapon. 
 
    “You may be following the wrong path of borrowed power, junior disciple-” 
 
    “Stop calling me junior disciple!” Hadjar shouted in annoyance. “I don’t know you. Besides, you sucker punched me! Or, well, sucker stabbed me?” 
 
    “Sucker stabbed you?” Erhard raised an eyebrow in amusement. “I reminded you of our agreement and then simply lunged at you. The fact that you were unable to defend yourself against something so basic doesn’t impugn my honor.” 
 
    Hadjar swore under his breath. 
 
    “To answer your question, junior disciple,” the Last King continued in a deadpan, mocking tone, “like any warrior, you should know by now that in a moment of mortal danger, time is perceived differently. We’ll use this to speed up your meditation of comprehension.” 
 
    Meditation of comprehension? Apparently, that was what Erhard called the Caterpillar and the Butterfly meditation. 
 
    Analysis, Hadjar ordered. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    Host is in the ‘Cocoon’ state. 
 
    Time until the state ends… 
 
    Error… Error… Error… 
 
    Unable to fully process request.] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar swore. 
 
    “I knew many dockside girls in my time, junior disciple, but even they didn’t swear as eloquently as you do.” 
 
    “I knew another white-haired swordsman, senior disciple. He would’ve sent you on a very erotic trip.” 
 
    Erhard arched an eyebrow: 
 
    “I haven’t been to a brothel since I put on my army officer’s medallion, junior disciple.” 
 
    “Why do you keeping calling me junior disciple? I have nothing to do with your Master. Except the fact that he’s going to devour my soul and occupy my body one day… If I let him.” 
 
    “But you possess the ‘Four Sword Strikes’ Technique. I can sense it in you. It’s the same Technique that the Black General taught me. The same Technique that conquered the Hundred Kingdoms, shaping them into the Eternal Empire.” 
 
    “Eternal?” Hadjar chuckled and crossed his arms over his chest. “Your Eternal Empire, senior disciple, has now broken up into seven major countries and countless smaller ones. So, it wasn’t eternal at all.” 
 
    Erhard frowned. The words seemed to sting him. 
 
    “My legacy, junior disciple… Something that I, my brothers, and their brothers shed their blood for... you, our descendants, sold for a hot meal and the golden bars of a warm cage, to... to beasts.” 
 
    “To Lords of the Heavens,” Hadjar corrected him. “Dragons-” 
 
    “-are just simple beasts,” Erhard interrupted Hadjar in turn. “No matter how wise they seem to you. No matter how human they look. When all the false layers come off, there will only be a beast inside. A beast can be a friend to a human, an enemy, or a servant. But never a master. For in that case, the human will also become one.” 
 
    “Become what?” 
 
    “A beast.” 
 
    Erhard turned around. He swung his blade through the air, and the slash froze in the space in front of him. Like a tear in reality. Hadjar didn’t know if the world around him was real or not, but he sensed that the skill with which the Last King had done this simple thing was beyond his comprehension. 
 
    Analysis, Hadjar ordered for the third time. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    Object ‘White Fang / Erhard Darkhan’ has been analyzed. 
 
    Level of potential utilization: 79.57 %.] 
 
      
 
    Well... that explained a lot. With that in mind, Hadjar followed Erhard into the spatial cut. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1041 
 
      
 
   “F uck!” Hadjar exclaimed, and drew his Blue Blade. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, junior disciple.” 
 
    “Stop calling me ‘junior disciple,’ you old corpse!” Hadjar snarled and took a step back. “You planned this all along, didn’t you? All to lead me into a trap.” 
 
    Hadjar was standing on the bank of a wide river. A calm westerly wind was blowing. The young spring was coming into its own and was gradually pushing back the old, austere, stately winter. Ice blocks floated downstream. Birds were singing, and flowers were blooming amid young, green grass. 
 
    A boy of about twelve was standing on a high cliff near the shore. In his hands, he held a simple, straight blade. Sweat trickled down his muscular, scarred, overworked body. He was fighting a shadow. 
 
    A figure wearing a cloak was sitting on a small rock in the distance. His gray hair was tied into a braid that fell almost to his waist. His bony, wrinkled, old hands seemed to have difficulty holding the knife, but they were still carving a figure easily. Even if he were rendered blind, deaf, and without even his sense of smell, Hadjar would still be able to recognize this entity. It was the Black General. The Enemy. The former servant of the gods who’d almost destroyed the world. 
 
    “Calm down, junior disciple,” Erhard put his hand on Hadjar’s shoulder. “These are just my memories…” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. By the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, he had already visited such a memory once before. It had belonged to his Master Traves. The unknown Immortal old man in that memory had communicated directly with Hadjar, even though they’d been separated by hundreds of thousands of years. 
 
    “I was once in a memory that almost made me lose my mind.” 
 
    “Lose your mind?” Erhard asked. “Did a mind demon try to rip your brain out of your head? Is that what you’re talking about?” 
 
    Hadjar just shook his head. Erhard had lived several eons ago, so some modern expressions naturally sounded completely different to the Last King. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Hadjar said. “What are we doing in your memory, Erhard?” 
 
    The white-haired swordsman frowned again: 
 
    “I used to decapitate people for being so casual with me... but considering you’re my Master’s junior disciple, I think it’s fine for us to talk like buddies. Well, Hadjar, we’re here so that I can pay you back and-“ 
 
    “Explain, please,” Hadjar cut him off. “I still don’t understand why you decided to kill me, and why you think you now owe me something.” 
 
    “I owe you because I took something from you.” Erhard looked calm, but Hadjar saw a hint of impatience in the depths of his gray eyes. “As White Fang, I lived like I was floating through a dream. I was driven only by some very deep principles and emotions, or instincts, if you will, you carrier of beast blood.” 
 
    “Let’s forget about the xenophobia, okay? My dragon ancestor was a great man... dragon, whatever. That’s why I don’t care about your opinion when it comes to beasts.” 
 
    Erhard, whose sword was once again stuck in the ground, just crossed his arms and chuckled: 
 
    “The fact you’re proud of your ancestors and want to protect their honor says a lot about your own honor, junior disciple… Well, I can accept the fact that you have the blood of those who killed the other half of me coursing through your veins.” 
 
    Hadjar jerked back, stunned: 
 
    “But you were betrayed by your advisors…” Then it dawned on him. “You accepted dragons as your advisors?” 
 
    Erhard looked away. For the first time, he refused to make eye contact. 
 
    “Alchemy,” Hadjar guessed. “Techniques. Knowledge… Did they offer you all of that?” 
 
    “I needed an army, junior disciple. Who, if not you, can understand me?” 
 
    “I do understand you,” Hadjar nodded, “and I don’t blame you.” 
 
    They watched the young man training in silence for a while. 
 
    “I’m not a good teacher, Hadjar,” Erhard said at last. “So, I’ll leave it up to someone who can actually teach you. Now listen carefully. I don’t think I need to explain that if you don’t complete the meditation of comprehension, you and I will both go to our forefathers.” 
 
    “Why both of us?” 
 
    “Because I not only destroyed your heart with my attack, but, so that you wouldn’t die before your time, I bound mine and yours together. If yours stops, mine will also stop.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes narrowed again. 
 
    “Or maybe you did it, oh great Last King, to benefit from some of my, as you call it, meditation of comprehension?” 
 
    Erhard just smiled in a predatory manner. 
 
    “Listen carefully, Hadjar. Our Master is about to speak.” 
 
    Hadjar had his qualms about calling the first Darkhan ‘their Master,’ but he decided to keep quiet for now. In the end, whether he survived or not would depend on how well he could cope with this next impossible task. 
 
    “Come here, Erhard,” the Black General’s voice, who was sitting with his back to Hadjar and Erhard, sounded weary and old, like a creaking dresser that hadn’t been repaired or oiled for many decades. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” The young Erhard swung his sword, drenching the grass with sweat, and approached his Master. 
 
    The Black General rose from the rock and approached his disciple. He loomed over Erhard... like a dried-up tree that stood alone in the middle of a vast desert. Hadjar knew that he wasn’t actually the real first Darkhan, but merely one of the living fragments of his soul. Not a phantom that lived in other people’s souls, but a real consciousness that had its own flesh and blood. Something like a clone. 
 
    “Tell me, Erhard, what do you see when you hold a sword?” The Black General took the boy’s simple blade from his hand. Mortal steel. With no magic or energy. It was supposed to be used to cut bread or meat, not to fight with. Admittedly, Hadjar had already seen what such a ‘useless piece of metal’ was capable of in Erhard’s hands. 
 
    “I see a weapon, Master,” the young boy replied. “A weapon I can use to avenge my mother and father. And then reclaim the throne that is rightfully mine.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. The boy’s words resonated with his soul and echoed in his mind. It would’ve been stupid to think that his story was unique. In this world, where only power ruled, there were as many children who wanted to get justice for their dead parents as there were grains of sand on a beach. 
 
    “And that’s why you won’t be able to achieve true mastery.” The Black General raised the sword in front of him. He swung its point through the air. “When you hold a sword in your hand, you direct your path.” Then he brought it back down slowly, as if putting it in a sheath. “The sword is only a reflection of what you can put into it, Erhard. So tell me, what will you put in yours?” 
 
    As he asked this, a tall mountain peak ten miles away suddenly cracked. It crashed to the ground with a loud boom. The mountain that had once pierced the clouds had been split in half. Hadjar hadn’t sensed any disturbances in the streams of the World River. The Black General had cut through the mountain without using any mysteries or energies. He’d done so with a simple swing of his sword. 
 
    “Holy shit…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1042 
 
      
 
   “W hat was that?” 
 
    Hadjar and Erhard were once again standing on the sand of a simple training ground. The river, the Black General, and the young Last King had disappeared. 
 
    “That was the most important lesson I ever learned from my Master.” Erhard was standing across from him, a tall, broad-shouldered, formidable warrior from the past, the monster in some children’s stories, and the hero of others. “You will either come to understand its depths, or we will both die.” 
 
    “By all the demons, how am I supposed to understand the Black General’s words if I’m currently lying in the mud with your fucking sword buried in my heart?” 
 
    “Calm your soul, Hadjar Darkhan,” Erhard’s eyes flashed. “A warrior shouldn’t flounder like a fish caught in a net. Your mind must be clear and cool. Your heart must be hot. Your body must be controlled, no matter what. Your hands must be strong. Your eyes must be sharp. You’re in this world right now. It doesn’t matter whether it’s an illusion or not. You’re a warrior facing an enemy — your own unwillingness to see the truth. Defeat that enemy. Win the battle. That is a warrior’s way. Everything else, everything that’s not your battles and your victories, is just dust clinging to you. Reject it.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed. He’d heard all of this before from those who had already died, or had been killed. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Erhard.” Hadjar sat down on the sand of the training ground in a lotus position. “I’m not Einen. I don’t like to philosophize.” 
 
    Erhard looked at Hadjar, who was deep in meditation. He wondered if the young warrior who hated their Master so fiercely even realized how similar they were. It seemed to Erhard like he wasn’t speaking to a living person, but to the Shadow of his Master… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a world where there wasn’t a single thing that would obstruct one’s view, a man sat observing an ocean of swaying grass, while leaning on a rock and watching a bird cleaning its feathers while sitting on the highest branch of a single low tree. He was middle-aged, with gray hair and wrinkles on his still young, but already aging face. It was obvious that in the prime of his life, this man had been strong and powerful. Now, he was gradually wasting away. But where there had been raw power and primal rage before, there was now wisdom. The Black General, sitting in his dungeon inside Hadjar’s soul, watched the sparse clouds floating across the sky. 
 
    “Who are you?” A raspy voice asked him. 
 
    Darkhan glanced toward the foot of the hill. An old man stood there, wearing a black cloak and leaning on a staff carved from mortal wood. His gray hair was pulled back in a tight braid. It looked like if the wind blew just a little harder, the old man would fall apart. 
 
    “So, this is what I would look like,” Darkhan drawled, then turned back to the clouds. 
 
    The old man struggled to climb up the hill, groaning. 
 
    “You seem familiar…” He said, and then stepped back. “You’re me.” 
 
    “In some ways,” Darkhan responded with a shrug. 
 
    “But you look so young… And yet… Why are you so old? Are you older than me?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The fragments of the Black General’s soul that had been scattered across the world were, as strange as it may sound, of different ages. They were fragments of his mind. In other words, they were his memories. In some, there were fewer memories, and so they remained young. In others, there were more of them, so they turned out to be older. The one sitting in front of the old man remembered the exact moment the first Darkhan had been born. He was the oldest of them, but he still looked like he was the youngest. 
 
    “How did this happen?” The old man asked. “Why do you have so much... essence? You should remember our path of cultivation, no more than that... But you have the essence of thousands of thousands of years within you…” 
 
    Darkhan said nothing. He didn’t want to talk. He would rather watch the clouds floating in the sky. They reminded him of the old days. The days when his eternal life had had meaning… He wondered… If he’d faced the Jasper Emperor in a fair fight, instead of that weird battle eons ago, what would’ve come of it? When two creatures who were unable to die fought, would their battle be endless? Or would it be more like a child’s math problem: a minus combined with another minus producing a plus, and the only two immortal creatures in this nameless world ending up able to kill each other? Unfortunately, he never got a chance to test his hypothesis. Darkhan had gone into battle against the whole world, but it had defeated him and locked him up on that accursed mountain. 
 
    “You absorbed it...” the old man guessed. “You absorbed the shard that I... we... he... placed in that training artifact.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Darkhan drawled. He sat there, still gazing at the clouds. “He looked for slaves to free him from the mountain. It’s hard to call that training…” 
 
    “He looked for? You looked for... I looked for... We looked for…” 
 
    Darkhan said nothing. He remembered her hair. Black and thick. The color of a moonless night. It smelled of flowers and berries. It smelled of the first sweet scent of a field in early spring. It smelled of a morning with your beloved at your side. It smelled of the frosty morning after celebrating the beginning of a new cycle of seasons. It smelled like the first plush toy that a small child couldn’t bear to part with. It smelled… He’d lived for a long time and seen a lot. He could come up with ten thousand more metaphors and comparisons to describe what her hair had smelled like. But even the most beautiful words and the most magnificent of epithets couldn’t resurrect this fragrance. It smelled as only it could smell. 
 
    “Are you touched in the head?” The old man’s eyes narrowed. “You-” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish speaking. Darkhan didn’t move a finger, but the old man crumbled into thousands of black grains of sand. They flew up, carried by the wind currents, and were sucked into the black cloak that enveloped the Black General, making it a little longer. 
 
    “Ash...” Darkhan whispered, “The chains you created still hold me... him... us... on that mountain. But did it bring you happiness, Master of a hundred thousand Words? Man who wasn’t born and wizard from fairytales? Did it bring back your beloved? Have you become a god? Are you still trudging along amongst the mortals? You’re the last of those whom I was truly glad to meet in battle… I sense that the hour of our final clash is approaching... I hope you’re ready to die.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “But I want a lollipop!” A little boy was tugging at the hem of his mother’s dress. “Why do we need a flower, mom? Buy me a lollipop!” 
 
    His mother kept her eyes fixed on a flower vendor, a handsome young man with multicolored eyes, who was standing in the middle of the city square and shouting: 
 
    “Flowers! Beautiful flowers! I don’t give change! Choose any flowers you like!” 
 
    Girls and women approached the man and he gave them bouquets from his huge bag. When it was the mother and the boy’s turn, the man gave him a red flower. 
 
    “I don’t want your stupid flower!” The child turned away and pouted. 
 
    “Take a closer look,” the man suddenly whispered. 
 
    The boy turned around. The flower, which the man was slowly turning in his fingers, turned into a sweet lollipop. The child grabbed it and immediately put it in his mouth. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said and, clinging to his mother’s skirt, disappeared back into the crowd. 
 
    The man straightened up and looked northward. The north wind was blowing. 
 
    The north wind, cruel and cold. Carrying only death and loneliness with it. The man shivered. For the first time in years, he felt cold. 
 
    “I’m waiting for you,” he whispered, then he smiled broadly and turned back to the crowd. “It’s time for a magic show! But to avoid disappointing you, I’ll warn you that I’m not a magician, but a great mage! That means I don’t take coin as payment, but kisses! If there are princesses among you, I can even accept payment twice!” 
 
    The crowd laughed, and the performance began. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1043 
 
      
 
   A rkemeya fell to the ground. Her right arm was burned up to the elbow, and blood covered her face. The clothes that she’d bought in Kurkhadan had turned into rags. There were terrible black spots on her bare stomach and thighs. Her sabers, which were Imperial level artifacts of excellent quality, had cracks and notches on them. But no matter how much she fought against the wall of blue flames that the mysterious swordswoman had conjured, she couldn’t break through. The ground around them had long since been reduced to ashes. It was full of holes, broken, melted in places, and blackened by soot. Arkemeya’s best, strongest Techniques, which represented a fusion of the human and demonic paths of cultivation, couldn’t break through the wall of fire. 
 
    “Here, have a drink,” someone told her. 
 
    She turned and saw Tom standing, or rather swaying, beside her. He was the cultivator who’d tried to chat her up at the mine’s entrance, and whom she’d captured. 
 
    “Do you not care about Hadjar at all?” She asked. 
 
    Tom thoughtfully brought his thumb and forefinger close to one another, until they were almost touching. 
 
    “You only care so little about him?” 
 
    “No,” he shook his head and took several large gulps from his bottle. “I cared about him that much.” 
 
    “He gave up eleven pounds of a priceless resource for you!” 
 
    “How priceless was it?” Tom’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Even if the Imperial Family of Darnassus were to sell all of their possessions, they wouldn’t be able to afford even a pound of it.” 
 
    “Wow,” Tom whistled, and took another sip. “Then I take it back — Darkhan isn’t an idiot... he’s a complete idiot.” 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “Tell me, Arkemeya,” Tom was still holding out another bottle to her. “Is Hadjar in grave danger right now?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “On the verge of death?” 
 
    “He’s almost on the threshold of his forefathers’ house!” 
 
    “Then we definitely don’t have to worry about him.” 
 
    Like a beached fish, Arkemeya silently opened and shut her mouth repeatedly. 
 
    “Calm down, beautiful,” Tom shrugged. “I’ve seen Hadjar contradict the Heads of the seven great clans of Darnassus. I’ve seen him jump into the maws of monsters. I’ve even seen him outwit an ancient ice witch once…” 
 
    “There is a limit to anyone’s luck.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tom agreed, “but when it comes to Hadjar... Well, when he’s about to die buried deep in someone’s ass, he still somehow comes out of it not reeking of shit, but with valuables in hand. It’s real magic, by the gods.” 
 
    “He might die!” 
 
    “Maybe,” Tom said slowly, “but you see, I know a lot about history. I’m an aristocrat, by the way. The people like Hadjar Darkhan don’t die in the backwaters of the Empire, in the dirt and dust, killed by some White Fang fucker... No, such people die differently. They die in such a way that for hundreds of epochs, songs are sung about it. So, have a drink and calm down. You can’t break through that wall anyway. The one who put it there is obviously equal to White Fang. Besides, she was obviously trying to ensure that no one disturbs those lovebirds.” 
 
    “Did you also see her?” 
 
    “I did. And you know what, there was something familiar about her... Anyway, she knows Hadjar for sure. If she’d wanted to, she could’ve easily finished him off. But instead, she put up a kind of barrier. This alone suggests that he isn’t in any danger…” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “Well, he’ll be in danger if something threatens all of us, I suppose. Otherwise, yeah. So, instead of fruitlessly trying to break through the impenetrable, you’d better have a drink.” Tom gave her a sudden, appraising look. “Although… You can jump into the flames a little more if you want. Your clothes will disappear completely if you do…” 
 
    Arkemeya pulled out her saber and put it to Tom’s throat. Despite the fact that, last time, at the mine, after she’d done so, he’d almost soiled his pants, he now looked completely calm. 
 
    “Were you acting last time?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have killed me anyway,” he threw up his hands. “You clearly don’t want to ruin your relationship with our mutual acquaintance. That was perfectly obvious to me, to you, and to him. So, we all just went along with the act.” 
 
    Arkemeya cursed. 
 
    “Well said,” Tom smiled, and held out the bottle again. 
 
    Arkemeya took the bottle, pulled out the stopper with her teeth, and took a sip. The liquid burned her throat, then exploded like gunpowder in her stomach. Clearing her throat, she took a few more sips. 
 
    “I like that,” Tom said. 
 
    Arkemeya looked at him — a tall, stately aristocrat with a slightly sad, thoughtful look. Most girls in Sukhashim must’ve fantasized about him regularly. 
 
    “You aren’t as stupid as you look.” 
 
    “We all pretend to be someone else, Arkemeya of Kurkhadan. Each of us is someone else at heart, not the person we show to the public, and-” 
 
    “Enough with your philosophy, brat,” Arkemeya cut him off. “I’m sick of it.” 
 
    Tom just laughed, “You and the barbarian obviously have a lot in common...” Then he suddenly blurted out, “Maybe we can have sex while waiting-” 
 
    He stopped abruptly as Arkemeya’s fist struck his face. Tom flew back a few feet, landing in the wet, sticky, and hot mud. White snow was falling on his face. 
 
    “If you do that again,” Arkemeya hissed from a distance, “I’ll send you to your forefathers!” 
 
    “Forefathers? I wonder if I have any now. Interesting… If you want to kill me, don’t hold back.” He pulled back the hem of his robes and bared his chest. “Just make it a clean hit,” he drank from the bottle again. “I don’t like pain.” 
 
    Arkemeya stared at him and then just walked away. She’d seen that look before. It didn’t bode well for either the beholder or the person being observed. 
 
    Tom continued to lie in the sticky mud. He stared up at the silver-drenched winter night sky. It was snowing. His sister was going to have a baby that night — his nephew. Except she wasn’t his sister anymore... So, he wouldn’t have any nephews. Tom was completely alone… The north wind was blowing. Tom was jealous of the orcs… But who knew, maybe he would soon get what he had followed Hadjar to find… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the lotus position, Hadjar didn’t plunge deep into his soul. On the contrary, he went somewhere in the opposite direction, farther and farther away from himself, from this illusory world, then he moved away from the real one once he was above the World River. For the first time ever, Hadjar didn’t look deep into the endless stream of energy, but... up. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1044 
 
      
 
   T here was nothing there. Only a dark chasm of endless, bottomless emptiness. Although even the emptiness itself implied the presence of this very emptiness, there was absolutely nothing there, above the World River. There wasn’t a hungry abyss. There wasn’t the cold emptiness of a dark universe filled with multicolored starlight. Nothingness. All-consuming. So hungry that it had even consumed itself. But unlike the Ouroboros, it had no body, no head, and no tail. 
 
    Hadjar had seen death a lot during his many years in this nameless world. Sometimes, he had seen it come so close to him that it had taken on the form of a beautiful girl with a bony, old shadow lurking inside of her. There wasn’t even any death to be found there. 
 
    Sometimes, a person felt lonely... Returning after work, they looked for at least some sort of reason to stay and not go into an empty, cold apartment, where there wasn’t even a cat or a dog waiting for them. They looped around, invented some nonexistent reasons, and then still returned to this emptiness of a four-wall chamber in the end. A microwave beeped in the cold half-darkness, some nonsense poured out of a TV. They didn’t care what they watched.  They turned on the TV not to enjoy what was shown, but to avoid being so lonely. So, even this loneliness, the emptiness that every human being struggled with from birth, wasn’t there. 
 
    Hadjar went higher. The World River remained below. At first, it looked like a wide ribbon, then like a shimmering thread. Hadjar found himself in the middle of nothing. Infinite and eternal. 
 
    For the first time in his life, even after all the years of hardship and suffering, after thousands of battles, each of them bloodier and crazier than the last, Hadjar’s heart skipped a beat out of fear. 
 
    “What... is… this?” He whispered in surprise. 
 
    Something icy gripped his heart. It made him tremble. But he pressed on. Something shrunk in his stomach. A deep crease formed between Hadjar’s brows. He didn’t know if he was falling or rising, but as he straightened up, he suddenly froze. Alone in the midst of infinite nothingness. He was smaller than a point of light in the darkness, more invisible than an atom at the peak of the highest mountain. He was alone with the nothingness, intimately so. 
 
    He drew his sword. He held it out in front of him. The blade trembled with fear of the emptiness of absolute oblivion, in which there were no directions and no landmarks. 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes. He remembered how winds swirl: warm and gentle from the south, moist and whistling from the east, dry and sharp from the west, hard and cold from the north. Invisible to the naked eye, almost imperceptible… He’d been able to create a flower from them for a little girl. Lita… 
 
    He remembered how he’d made bright balls of light from the same wind in the underground tomb and dungeon of his distant ancestor. The ancestor who would’ve given his soul to destroy his descendant. 
 
    Soul… Soul and mind… The invisible and the visible… Hadjar looked around once more. There was nothing around him. Absolutely nothing. Nothing that he could see with his eyes. 
 
    “My name is Hadjar Darkhan,” he said slowly, enunciating every word. His voice was disappearing into the void. It devoured his words as soon as they left his lips. “There’s nothing in this world that can make me shudder with terror.” 
 
    In the face of infinite nothingness, Hadjar took a step forward and made a leap of faith. He closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A wind was blowing, making the tall grass that stretched out toward the vast, azure sky sway. Fluffy, white clouds were drifting across the sky. There was a hill near Hadjar. The only thing that disturbed the surface of the emerald grass sea. On it, nestled in the branches of a small tree, a Quetzal bird was sleeping — Hadjar’s Spirit. Near the tree was a big stone. A man wearing a tattered black cloak leaned against it. His white hair was streaked with ash, and his once-bright irises were now slightly dimmed. And yet… There was something about them that made Hadjar open his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He was once again in the middle of the endless nothingness. Below, the only landmark was the World River that looked like a shimmering thread. Hadjar sighed several times, tightened his grip on his sword, and closed his eyes again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He was standing in the middle of the grass sea again, inside his soul. 
 
    “It is difficult to see it when you look with your eyes.” The first Darkhan’s voice had changed. It had become deeper and calmer. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Black General?” 
 
    The greatest warrior in the history of the Nameless World looked up at Hadjar. Wow… Previously, the very mention of that name given to him by the gods had caused Darkhan to lose his composure. And now he barely reacted to his slave brand being voiced. 
 
    “A soul, disciple.” 
 
    “I’m not your...” Hadjar wanted to protest, but he waved it off wearily and didn’t finish that sentence. “I don’t have time for your tricks, Black General. I need to understand why I can’t see anything with my eyes open, and when I close them, I find myself inside my soul.” 
 
    Hadjar could feel the mysteries seeping into his mind, intertwining with all the mysteries and riddles he’d encountered before. Everything he’d experienced, everything he’d ever learned about this world, had led him to this moment, to the realization of this mystery. It was this mystery that was supposed to turn him — a crawling caterpillar — into a butterfly soaring through the sky. 
 
    “I think you’ve already figured it out on your own, disciple.” The wind ruffled the Black General’s tattered cloak and played with his white hair. “You just have to look down.” 
 
    Hadjar looked down. Where the grass had to sway. Where, far away, in the vast world of his soul, the World River shone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ognesh suddenly sensed something that made him grab the fort wall more tightly. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Do you feel it, too?” 
 
    “Look at that!” 
 
    “By the gods, the rocks are shaking in the wind!” 
 
    “There is no wind!” 
 
    Panicked cries filled the ancient fort. 
 
    Ognesh and Guram, who was standing next to him, watched the weather vane on the fort spire turn calmly, and the small stones on the ground shake as if they were in the middle of a typhoon. Without a word, they turned toward the intersection of the crossroads. Instead of the roaring tornado of white flames, they saw a blue north wind rise to the sky and, like a dragon fang, pierce the gray, snowy clouds, rushing somewhere past them, going higher still. 
 
    “By the gods and demons…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1045 
 
      
 
   “W hat is that?” Hadjar breathed out. 
 
    He saw the World River underneath the waving grass. Its deep waters, within which countless Spirits burned like stars. Everything that was visible and invisible in this nameless world had its reflection in the World River. And now it was flowing beneath Hadjar’s feet. 
 
    “That’s the way to the Seventh Heaven.” 
 
    The Black General still sat motionless. Hadjar turned to him, to the ancient creature that had fought the gods and demons before humans had even learned about the path of cultivation and had been able to see the World River. Moreover, they’d learned about it thanks to the first Darkhan. He’d given them the knowledge he’d stolen from the Seventh Heaven. It was kind of ironic. The gods hadn’t wanted humans to evolve, but their own teachings and research had ushered in a new era of the Nameless World. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “You’ve already figured that out, too… After all, this is your Caterpillar and the Butterfly meditation, not mine.” 
 
    Hadjar looked down at his feet again. The world of his soul was above the World River… When he opened his eyes, he was once again standing in the middle of a vast void. When he closed his eyes, he bent down and ran his fingers through the grass. It was young and soft. 
 
    Everything that was visible and invisible… 
 
    Hadjar-Boreas had died in his home world, on Earth, lying on the cold steel of a surgical table, cut open from his coccyx to the back of his head. He’d died, but he hadn’t given up his aspirations for something more. 
 
    Someone who had planned his life on Earth in advance had taken his soul and brought it to this world, had given him a new chance at life. That was why it was difficult for Hadjar to feel like a part of the world. This was originally his strength — he could better understand the Way of the Sword thanks to it. He found it easier to realize that he was one with the blade, and with the whole world as well. But it was one thing to feel at one with the world, and quite another to understand the depth of this connection. It was revealed to Hadjar only now. Somewhere out there, inside the World River, his own star was shining. The star of his Spirit. 
 
    Behind Hadjar, the Quetzal bird flapped its wings. The orcs believed that it was a symbol of freedom. Hadjar turned and held out his hand. 
 
    “Take me back, my friend,” he whispered. 
 
    The Quetzal bird flapped its huge wings and, after taking off, wrapped its long tail around Hadjar’s wrist, and then, instead of soaring into the sky, dove into the grass and flew toward the World River. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first Darkhan watched the Quetzal bird and the soul holding on to its tail disappear into the World River that washed over his disciple’s soul. 
 
    Alone with his thoughts, he took out a shapeless piece of wood from his robes. Taken from the tree that belonged to the Quetzal bird, it was the only thing that could calm Darkhan’s soul. With a finger that contained more Sword Spirit mysteries than Hadjar could comprehend, he carved a face out of it. The face he would never forget as long as he lived. No matter if he won or not, he would always remember her, the smell of her hair and the tenderness of her arms, the light of her smile and the languor of her eyes. 
 
    “You old fucker,” Darkhan whispered as he kept carving the wood. “Do you remember the day you didn’t kill me? Why did you spare me? Why didn’t you kill me? Why did you lock me up on this mountain instead? You knew I’d escape it eventually… You alone in this world could’ve destroyed me, but you didn’t. You’re the only one who could’ve ended me… So why didn’t you, old man?” 
 
    There was no answer. The Jasper Emperor most likely didn’t hear him. He was a lonely, old fragment of a soul trapped in the Mountain of Skulls. Only one person in the entire world could kill him — the Seventh Heaven’s Emperor. However, his only worthy enemy had spared him. Darkhan looked in the direction where the Quetzal bird had flown. Well... maybe it wouldn’t always be like that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes. He was lying in the cold, ice-encrusted mud. White Fang was towering over him. However, he didn’t look shabby anymore. His gray eyes radiated not emptiness, but meaning and power, a will strong enough to be reckoned with. He crossed his arms over his massive chest and stared at Hadjar. He waited. 
 
    Pushing off the ground, Hadjar casually stood up. 
 
    “You did well, junior disciple,” Erhard the Last King boomed. “It took me three days, thousands of years ago, to realize the unity of the soul and the world. It took you less than a day. It’s unbelievable… I look forward to the day when you surpass me, junior disciple, and carry the glory of our Master further into the stream of history.” 
 
    Well, maybe Hadjar had jumped to conclusions. Erhard, despite regaining his memory, was still a madman. He did, in all seriousness, still honor and respect the Black General, the one who’d almost destroyed the whole world. Had it not been for the gods and heroes, demons and Fae, Spirits and mortals, all working together, there would’ve been no nameless world left, and Erhard himself wouldn’t have been born. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate, junior disciple,” Erhard moved to the side, “use your new power. Feel it in your hands.” 
 
    Hadjar held out his right hand. The Blue Wind Blade immediately appeared in it, the same as before — with its black edge and blue base, upon which was depicted the Quetzal bird spreading its wings and soaring through the clouds. Only Spirit Knights and weak Lords could summon their Spirit into the physical world for a short time, increasing their power at its expense. Those who advanced further fought with it in a true alliance. The Quetzal bird was always with Hadjar, inside his sword, and therefore his soul as well… 
 
    Soul… He didn’t yet understand the full depths of the mystery that had been revealed to him. However, he clearly sensed that the reality around him was nothing more than another spark in the endless World River. Just like him. So, nothing prevented him from changing this reality. Just as it had changed him for too long. 
 
    “Brother,” Hadjar whispered. “Can you hear me now?” 
 
    For the first time in decades, the wind answered him with its rustling amongst the withering leaves and grass, with its gusts whipping against the stone walls of Sukhashim, with its dance of whirling snowflakes, with its flight, both proud and playful. Hadjar heard a question. 
 
    “What is my name?” The wind whispered to him in a thousand different voices. 
 
    And Hadjar answered. The ever-changing Name of the wind, his brother, fell from his lips. Its true Name. The secret Word that could change reality. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1046 
 
      
 
   A rkemeya looked at Hadjar. Tall and muscular, he was bestially strong. Not a single ounce of fat could be seen in the warrior’s figure. It was as if his entire body had been created for the sole purpose of living a life of hardship and war. Scarred, with a black tattoo on his chest and a blue-black one on his arm, he held a magic blade in his hands. It was a Divine level artifact worth more than any of the Palaces along the Eighth Avenue of Dahanatan. 
 
    Suddenly, he was wearing blue robes embroidered with a snow-white pattern. Outwardly simple, they also radiated the aura of a Divine level artifact. They smelled of winter, much colder than any winter Sukhashim had ever endured. White clouds floated along the robes’ hem and back, behind which shone the most beautiful of the night stars. 
 
    Arkemeya saw Hadjar’s lips move. He said something. But she couldn’t understand or even hear the sounds that made up this single word. 
 
    As soon as Hadjar uttered it, a north wind started blowing. Cold and stern. It brought a snowstorm with it, the likes of which the inhabitants of Sukhashim had never seen before. Snow came like a tsunami. It loomed up from the north. It seemed to contain the neighing of warhorses, the creaking of chariot wheels, the clang of steel weapons against shields. The north wind, with all its might, personified by eternal snow and ice, fell upon Hadjar, but instead of tearing him apart and destroying him, it entered his body and became a part of him. 
 
    Hadjar’s sword flashed. It shone brighter than the stars on his clothes. A blue, cold light flooded the surroundings. This time, his words were audible even to the orcs who were leaving for Lascan. 
 
    “‘Torn Sky,’” he said. In response, the sky above him quivered. The white cover of winter suddenly trembled and was covered in black cracks, through which the darkness of the universe spilled out. The mere concentration of Hadjar’s thoughts and energy sent out waves of echoes all around him that could destroy a Lord. “‘Dragon Storm.’” 
 
    Hadjar swung his blade. He arced the point through the air and left a small scratch across it. From this tear, a real Lord of the Heavens suddenly emerged, three thousand paces long, and four hundred paces wide. With its right wing, it covered Sukhashim, and with its left, the orcs. Its sword-shaped body shot up toward the sky. Its fangs and claws, made from white lightning, flashed like fallen stars. When it crashed into the white winter cover of the sky, it sliced through it as easily as a warm knife through soft butter. There was no explosion, no flow of energy, no pop. Within a radius of forty miles, it stopped snowing, and the white sky turned dark. The stars and moon shone. 
 
    “He combined will and energy,” Tom whispered, still lying on the ground. “By the gods and demons, he really did it. He gained the power that only great heroes possess.” 
 
    “It would be more accurate to say that only those who possess this power can become great heroes,” Arkemeya corrected him. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Tom shook his head. “Hadjar is now in a completely different league of power. He’s much closer to the great swordsman Orune and the rector of ‘The Holy Sky’ School than to us mere adepts.” 
 
    Arkemeya said nothing. Thanks to Helmer, who had contributed to her rapid cultivation over the years, she knew about the great heroes, and that, in order to pass the test to join the ranks of the strongest cultivators in the seven Empires, one had to not only realize their will, but also suborn it to their mind. 
 
    In other words, one had to merge their will with their energy, making it part of their Techniques. Unfortunately, Helmer hadn’t explained how she could achieve this. The scrolls he had given her contained only vague hints about the visible and the invisible, the soul and the mind, the World River and the void, which was really only a reflection that a cultivator created themselves. Within them, Arkemeya could find only a source of endless headaches, not a way to become stronger. 
 
    She looked at Hadjar again. Back when she’d first met him in the Dah’Khasses’ Mountains a few years ago, the young warrior had had to go to great lengths to capture her. And now she wasn’t so sure that she would be able to handle even three of his attacks and… 
 
    She looked up at the clear night sky. Who was she trying to fool? Even one such attack would be enough to destroy her best defensive Technique, along with her armor and weapon artifacts, and even her life-saving amulets. Tom was right. Hadjar had indeed reached a very different level of power. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going? Didn’t you want to talk to the barbarian about something?” 
 
    Arkemeya didn’t say anything. Turning her back on the crossroads, she started heading back to where she’d come from. The most important thing was to not turn around… With the current balance of power, she couldn’t travel with the Mad General. If she did, she would only become another burden that would drag him down. That wasn’t something she ever wanted to be. 
 
    “Wait for me, barbarian,” she whispered. “You still owe me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar turned to the east. He managed to see a purple flash of light, and then the sense of Arkemeya’s presence disappeared. She was gone. 
 
    Strangely, by all accounts, he should’ve been happy about that. The halfbreed had already toyed with Hadjar at least three times. But for some reason, he felt a slight pang of sadness. He could also feel the smell of her hair. The wind had brought it to his nose. Like a playful cat, it rubbed against Hadjar’s face, licked his soul, and then moved on. The wind never stood in one place for long. It was ready to come to its brother’s call, but no more than that. The wind was free. Free from all shackles. Which was something that couldn’t be said about people... 
 
    “What now?” Hadjar didn’t return the Blue Wind Blade to his soul, but put it in a sheath that appeared on his robes. 
 
    White Fang turned in the direction of the village he’d come from. 
 
    “I owe these people,” Erhard said. “Little Lita and her mother… You saved my mind, junior disciple. That is a debt that is easy to repay. And I did. But Lita and Eria... They...” 
 
    “Saved your soul.” 
 
    Erhard stared silently toward the village. The wind ruffled his white hair. 
 
    “I won’t leave them until I pay my debt. Or until I can be sure that other, reliable hands will take care of them. Before then, junior disciple, we won’t meet again.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He felt the same. He knew that one day, he and Erhard would cross paths again. When they did, only one of them would keep going. They would have a duel. A deadly one. 
 
    “See you later, junior disciple,” Erhard held out his hand. 
 
    “See you later, senior disciple,” Hadjar shook it. 
 
    The two swordsmen turned around and walked away. 
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 Chapter 1047 
 
      
 
   “P ut your back into it! Attack like you mean it! Keep your body straight! Imagine that you swallowed a staff! Now fight harder!” 
 
    “Senior officer Ognesh, you should give her something else to swallow! She-” 
 
    One of the new recruits was interrupted by Ognesh’s heavy fist slamming into his left cheekbone. 
 
    Almost a month has passed since Steppe Fang’s funeral. The orcs had gone to Lascan. Sukhashim had found itself awash in new recruits. They’d been coming in droves from the surrounding villages, increasing the size of the Moon Stream army to almost fifty thousand warriors. 
 
    At first, Tom had personally trained them — after he’d managed to restore Sukhashim, he’d had nothing better to do — but, after growing tired of the company of ‘yokels’, he’d handed over the reins to Guram and Ognesh, the first senior officers of the army. 
 
    “Think before you open your mouth again, rookie!” Ognesh barked. 
 
    He was stripped to the waist, wearing plain canvas pants, and heavily scarred. His body looked as if he’d been forged by a thousand battles. Although, considering what kind of training the ‘Flowing Blood Sword’ style required, the Moon Stream army had endured more deadly battles than the Imperial Legions. 
 
    “Yes, senior officer! I’m sorry.” The recruit wiped the blood from his split lip and spat out a mouthful of broken teeth. 
 
    Ognesh didn’t stand on ceremony. He was already used to training harder than several soldiers put together. Constant battle had erased all unnecessary sentimentality from him. Without turning him into an insensitive monster, it had forged him into a worthy warrior who was respected not only by Hadjar, but also by Tom as well. 
 
    “We all make mistakes, rookie.” Ognesh reached out and lifted the young soldier to his feet. “The important thing is what lessons we learn from them.” He handed a simple iron sword to the soldier and resumed walking around the parade ground. A third of the army was training there. 
 
    After the restoration of Sukhashim’s walls, Hadjar had had to restructure the training regimen. He’s decided that, instead of hauling rocks from the mines to the wall, the soldiers would improve the roads. It was better than running around with logs on their backs for no reason. Despite his great respect for senior officer Dogar, may his forefathers be kind to him, Hadjar didn’t agree with such methods of hardening the body. 
 
    “Deputy General,” the girl that Ognesh had defended saluted him. Statuesque and full-figured, she was a great contrast to the thin aristocratic women of Dahanatan. Her femininity sometimes attracted men far more powerfully than beauty and grace ever could. 
 
    Tom, who’d been addressed by the new female recruit, stopped and stared at her. His gaze made the girl blush. She’d only been in Sukhashim for four days and still wasn’t used to the increased male attention. 
 
    Hadjar smiled and said the Word. A north wind seized a ladle from the barrel of fragrant brew and, carrying it noiselessly through the air, dumped it on Tom’s head. 
 
    “By the abyss and the heavens!” He shouted indignantly. 
 
    With an effort of will, he cleared the goo from his clothes and hair, but he couldn’t get rid of the smell. Turning to Hadjar, who was sitting on the roof of the main tower, meditating and looking at his possessions, Tom gave him the finger. He did it in a way that no one from the army could see. After all, even if he was arrogant, brash, and spoiled, Tom could still use his brain when he needed to. 
 
    Hadjar only grunted in response and continued to meditate. The Word was still swirling around him. As malleable as the wind itself, it changed not just every day or every hour, but every second. What he’d said at first, and what he said now were completely different Words. As different as a young, vibrant spring oak was when compared to a river pebble. 
 
    Hadjar would never have been able to comprehend even a grain of this Name, this Word, if he hadn’t grasped all the mysteries that had come into his life from the moment he’d found himself in that village in the Valley of Streams. His whole life had led to the realization that the World River flowed not only through all things past, present, and future, but also his own soul. It seemed like this understanding should lay on the surface, but... no. 
 
    The absorption of this fact, this deep and all-encompassing mystery, had allowed Hadjar to not only take control of his will, but also to understand what it was. The will was the expression of his soul. The quintessence of his self, what people called the unconscious. The invisible… He’d been able to merge this unconscious with the vital, with his body and mind, with his heart. With what was visible. With the quintessence of his consciousness. His body was part of his consciousness. Hadjar understood that now. His body was part of his mind. And his will was part of his soul. Soul and mind… 
 
    Hadjar could feel that there was something beyond even that. Despite his transition to a qualitatively new level of power, which he didn’t yet fully understand, he realized that there was a way forward. That this wasn’t the peak just yet. Something that the great swordsman Orune had looked for... Ultimately, he wasn’t going to stop at his newfound True Blue Wind Sword Kingdom. The fusion of two Kingdoms, it was the most powerful weapon that Hadjar had ever possessed. None of his Techniques, not even the one he’d just started creating — the ‘Torn Sky’ Technique — could match the power of the True Blue Wind Sword Kingdom. 
 
    However, all of this new knowledge, his True Kingdom, his will, and the Name of the Wind hadn’t yet been properly incorporated by Hadjar. And only a small fraction of them had become his immediate power. Otherwise, how else could you explain... 
 
    Analysis, he gave the mental command. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Host is currently using 1.25% of his potential.] 
 
      
 
    That was all… In terms of utilizing his power efficiently, Hadjar had dropped to a miserably low number. He’d obviously acquired a power he wasn’t ready for. This time, he didn’t need someone to help him sort things out, but enough time to do so himself. A few years at least... or better yet, a few decades. Hadjar understood this. But he also understood that no one would give him the time he required. Even using his neural network’s training mode to its fullest, he still wouldn’t be able to attain the level of power required to travel to the Land of the Immortals anytime soon. 
 
    He saw a rider bearing the Imperial Family’s insignia rushing toward Sukhashim. Well, time was quickly becoming the most valuable resource of all… 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1048 
 
      
 
   T he messenger of His Imperial Majesty was a golden-haired, very attractive girl. However, the fact that, in addition to the emblem of the Imperial Family embossed on her shiny breastplate, she was also wearing the amulet of the guard corps dampened Hadjar’s mood. After his recent adventures, just like any other person, he only wanted three things: a tasty meal, some good sleep, and to satisfy the urges of the flesh. Hadjar mentally gave himself a hard slap across the face. The guard corps were almost as dangerous to mess with as the Secret Office! 
 
    “Hey, you!” The messenger shouted, jumping down from a snow-white horse. It was definitely some insanely rare breed. 
 
      
 
    [Object’s breed unknown… 
 
    Object’s approximate power level: 4th Stage King.] 
 
      
 
    Well, the Emperor was definitely rich, obscenely so, if a common messenger who’d been sent to the border of the Empire was riding a rare breed of horse that was equal in power to a mid-stage Heaven Soldier. The beautiful, muscular horse with a golden mane and black eyes was so impressive that most of the recruits looked at it instead of the woman riding it. For the villagers, riding a good horse was often a way to avoid going to their forefathers ahead of time. 
 
    “Can you hear me, you dumbass hick?” She shouted. 
 
    Ognesh, who was currently wearing simple clothes and hiding his build and scars, didn’t immediately realize that she was addressing him. Hadjar, still sitting on the roof of the tower, was in no hurry to interfere. 
 
    “Are you talking to me, my lady?” He asked in surprise. 
 
    Leaning against the wall of the forge, where the bellows were busily puffing, Tom was eating an apple and watching the scene unfolding before him. 
 
    “Where is your chief?” 
 
    “Chief, my lady?” The senior officer was now even more surprised. “Are you perhaps referring to General Darkhan?” 
 
    “General Darkhan?” She snorted in disdain. “Tell that mutt to get his ass out here right now! Damn it... Why did I take that stupid bet? I came all the way to the other side of the world just to end up knee deep in shit…” 
 
    Her filthy mouth was a stark contrast to her beauty. That explained why eight thousand soldiers were now silent with disbelief. When the shock passed, Ognesh, gritting his teeth and eyes ablaze, grabbed his sword and raised his shield. Assuming a defensive stance, he slammed his sword twice against the edge of his shield. A sharp, metallic clang rang out through the courtyard. The eight thousand soldiers, like a single organism, instantly fell into a semicircular formation. The first rows of heavily-armored infantry drove their full-length siege shields into the ground. Forming a wall, they set aside their broadswords. Heavy blades were then placed on the shields by the soldiers of the second row, who acted as a replacement for spearmen in the Moon Stream Army. Behind them stood warriors with light and fast shortswords. Using them, they could launch attacks that covered distances equal to half an arrow’s flight, replacing archers. The army assumed the battle formation instantly. A second later, they simultaneously hit metal against metal and exhaled in unison: 
 
    “HAH!” 
 
    Now it was the messenger’s turn to freeze in confusion. 
 
    “My lady,” Ognesh muttered, his eyes filled with fire. Hadjar had already seen what happened to those whom the former shepherd directed this flame toward. Even as just a Transformation level practitioner, he was still able to regularly defeat a dozen warriors of equal level when sparring. Ognesh was one of the strongest soldiers in the entire Moon Stream Army. “You better think twice before sullying the name of our General,” Ognesh continued fearlessly. 
 
    “What do-” 
 
    Ognesh slammed his sword twice against his shield and the army let out a single thunderous cry: 
 
    “HAH!” 
 
    They took a step forward. The air trembled as the aura of eight thousand practitioners merged together. 
 
    The guard corps envoy had frequently seen various military formations. She knew many of the Generals and officers. But what she was witnessing here… was unprecedented. It felt as if she were facing an avalanche of steel and blood. An avalanche that would sweep her away without even noticing her resistance. The air, saturated with the very essence of battle and death, clogged up her lungs and made it impossible for her to breathe. She knew that there were only eight thousand practitioners in front of her. As a mid-stage Spirit Knight, she could surely send them all to their forefathers with just two or three spear strikes. Still, something prevented her from drawing her weapon and summoning her Spirit, something made her hands tremble and her heart beat faster. It was the warriors’ aura, something that only the Imperial Legions possessed, and only after surviving the crucible of hundreds of battles. How could some provincial army achieve anything even close to that? How could this pitiful handful of weaklings frighten a Spirit Knight? 
 
    “I… I…” The messenger tried to keep talking, but each time she did so, she faltered. Finally, shaking off her momentary confusion, she said, “On behalf of His Imperial Majesty, I demand an audience with General Darkhan, the commander…” 
 
    She paused. Ognesh suggested: 
 
    “Of the Moon Stream Army.” 
 
    “The commander of the Moon Stream Army,” she finished. 
 
    She’d heard a lot about Hadjar Darkhan. Stories about him and the Kesalia clan had recently become one of the main topics of gossip in salons and during the balls held in Dahanatan. There was little else to talk about in the almost deserted capital, from which most had fled, frightened by the war. And so, Darkhan and the Kesalia clan had monopolized the rumors and gossip. 
 
    He was a Prince hailing from a northern barbarian Kingdom, one who’d declared himself an enemy of the Empire and become disgraced. He’d crossed the Sea of Sand, where he’d found and destroyed the Library of the Mage City. He’d deceived the rector of ‘The Holy Sky’ School, had gone to the Lascanian Mountains, and had fought the demons residing there. He’d become a brother of the orcs, had killed Ana’Bree, and then he’d blackmailed the nobles of Dahanatan with her heart. He’d become a personal disciple of the great swordsman Orune, stopped the attack of the great hero Derek of the Steppe, and then defeated him in a fair duel. In addition, he’d saved the Emperor’s life, slept with his daughter, and personally rearranged the seven great clans of the capital. 
 
    But the messenger hadn’t believed any of it. The guard corps knew that Hadjar was nothing more than a mere puppet in the hands of His Imperial Majesty and General Dekoy Schuver. He was a presumptuous, rude, sloppy brat that thought too highly of himself… 
 
    “Are you looking for me, my lady?” 
 
    A tall, young man stood in front of her. He was dressed in fine clothes. His black hair was pulled back in a ponytail that fell to his knees. There were three white feathers and Bedouin ornaments decorating it. Tanned, his skin almost a coppery shade, he radiated wild strength and power. He moved, breathed, and spoke like a beast. It was as if he were about to leap forward at any moment, digging his fangs and claws into her flesh, leaving his prey with no chance of survival. He emanated danger and strength. The only other time the messenger had ever felt this way was when she’d attended a council meeting which the great swordsman Orune had also attended. By the gods and demons, this man was like a copy of him. 
 
    The messenger’s back bent on its own. She dropped to her right knee. Her pale face was covered in sweat. Her lips turned into thin lines. Never before, except at that council meeting, had she felt such terror. 
 
    “I bring a message from the Emperor, my General,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1049 
 
      
 
   A  small office, which only had a single rickety desk, a few stools, and a cabinet in it, was crowded at the moment. Guram and Ognesh stood on opposite sides of the doorway. They looked more like mercenaries or bodyguards than warriors, but it was only a matter of time. Soon, they would gain experience, and a military council would no longer look like a gang meeting in Hadjar’s eyes. He sat at the head of the table, while Tom and Gela, the messenger, sat on the stools across from him. 
 
    “So,” Hadjar put his hands on the table, “Go ahead, Lady Gela.” 
 
    “I’m junior officer Gela,” she corrected him. “I came here with a message from the Emperor, one that General Dekoy Schuver also feels is vital.” 
 
    Hadjar raised his right eyebrow slightly. Any document with such a description was probably a spy dispatch, and Gela, who, judging by her aura, was about three hundred years old, certainly understood this as well. 
 
    “General Schuver wanted to send Rekka Geran at first, but-” 
 
    “I’m glad she didn’t come. I’m afraid that rat wouldn’t have lived long enough to cross the threshold of my fort!” 
 
    “With all due respect, senior officer Tom the Rootless,” Gela emphasized his ‘title’ with a pointed look, “Sukhashim isn’t your personal property. It, and all the surrounding lands, belong to the Generals of Darnassus. You and General Darkhan are nothing more than Governors here.” 
 
    Tom swore and turned to Hadjar: 
 
    “If I kill her right now, what punishment will you give me, General?” 
 
    Gela grabbed her spear. Ognesh and Guram drew their swords. They didn’t care that she was a Spirit Knight. Those two, like everyone else in the Moon Stream Army, knew no fear. Only worthy people could receive Hadjar’s amulet, after all. 
 
    “Junior officer Gela,” Hadjar ignored Tom. The former nobleman wasn’t stupid, and had probably just wanted to scare her. Although, to be fair, no one knew what was really going on in his head, probably not even Tom himself. “Give me the document.” 
 
    “Of course, General Darkhan,” she nodded. “But first, I must verify your identity.” 
 
    Ognesh and Guram stepped forward. Tom drew his sword without any humor in his eyes. Hadjar raised his hand and stopped the hotheads with a wave. Asking for proof of one’s identity... Technically, there was nothing criminal in such a request, but in reality, it was degrading. With this move, Gela had declared that she didn’t believe a single word that she’d heard from Hadjar. Since she was a member of the guard corps, it appeared like all of the Forbidden City’s guards shared her opinion. 
 
    Hadjar quietly drew a dagger and let its blade cut his palm. When the first drops of blood fell, he made an oath. The blood glowed golden, and the edges of the wound healed. Nothing happened. Hadjar, who hadn’t been burned to death by the golden flames of a false oath, was still sitting in his chair. 
 
    “I’m sorry, General Darkhan.” Gela bowed her head, “But that’s the protocol…” 
 
    “Damn the guards,” Tom said. “You have no conscience, no honor.” 
 
    She slammed her spear on the floor and even started to get up. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Hadjar said calmly. 
 
    Sukhashim froze. The pressure of his power was so great that even the birds that had been about to fly over the fort changed their route. Gela, upon feeling the pressure, sat back down and bowed her head once more. Damn it… What kind of monster was sitting next to her right now? 
 
    “Here’s the message.” Without looking up, she held out a scroll covered with nearly a dozen magical seals. 
 
    Hadjar accepted it. Using his will, he broke the seals. If he hadn’t been what he was, he would’ve been obliterated on the spot. The amount of magic contained in this message indicated the secrecy of its contents. 
 
    After reading the message twice, Hadjar swore as profanely as his imagination and years of dealing with Nero and Orune would allow. Ognesh and Guram whistled, Gela coughed, and Tom chuckled. 
 
    “Make the oaths,” Hadjar demanded. 
 
    He didn’t need to specify which ones. Gela had sworn hers before she’d even left the Forbidden City. 
 
    “General Schuver was against you reading the message to your people,” she cautioned, then added, “But the Emperor said you’d do it anyway.” 
 
    Ignoring Gela, Hadjar handed the scroll to Tom. He cleared his throat and read: 
 
    “To General Hadjar Darkhan, the commander of Fort Sukhashim. From His Imperial Majesty. Personally signed by General Dekoy Schuver, the Head of the… Blah-blah-blah... titles, titles, blah-blah-blah…” Suddenly, Tom’s eyes widened, and he turned very pale. “Three days ago, the Crown Prince, Emperor Morgan’s son, was besieged in the Delphie Valley. After breaking into the Lascanian facility that produces battle golems, he fell into the enemy’s trap and is now on the defense. His men are exhausted. Their power is running thin. The Emperor is personally asking you, General Hadjar Darkhan, to provide all possible support to the Prince... In other words, get the Prince’s ass out of the trap. Your deadline is until the next new moon. After that, the Emperor will have to plead with the Regent Mother of Lascan…” Tom continued, and the message took on a different tone, “Also, before my son left, Akena disappeared without a trace… I think I know where she is now… Hadjar... I won’t write anything else. You understand what needs to be done. I’m counting on you. His Imperial Majesty, Morgan the Fearless.” 
 
    Tom finished reading the message, folded the scroll carefully, and put it aside. Then he silently uncorked a bottle and, after taking a few gulps, handed it to Hadjar. Repeating Tom’s actions, he passed it to the next person in the circle. By the time it got back to Tom, it was completely empty. 
 
    “The Delphie Valley,” Tom whispered, “That’s the very heart of Lascan. Damn it all, I’ve heard it’s as fortified as the Forbidden City!” 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes and drummed his fingers on the table. I won’t write anything else… This wasn’t simply another one of Morgan’s schemes… No matter how much he wanted to make it look like Hadjar owed him something and everything was under control... it wasn’t. Lascan wouldn’t have been able to oppose that brilliant manipulator and schemer for so many years if it hadn’t had someone equal to him. The Regent Mother of Lascan and the Emperor of Darnassus had been playing a long and complicated game of chess. And right now, the Regent Mother had managed to outmaneuver Morgan. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Hadjar?” Tom sighed. “By the gods and demons! What am I even talking about? It’s time for the Kesalia clan to move. I’ve heard that in the Sukzam Empire, in the Far East, they make the most delicious wine. Maybe we can go there?” 
 
    Hadjar sighed and, rising from his chair, turned to the window that overlooked the Lascanian lands. 
 
    “By the demons,” Tom said, getting up, “I’ll write a letter to Einen and Dora. We’ll meet Annette at the northwestern border.” 
 
    “Reasonable,” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “Reasonable? What’s reasonable?” Gela shouted. “What are you going to do, General Hadjar Darkhan?” 
 
    “I’m going to save the Prince, of course,” Hadjar shrugged. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1050 
 
      
 
   “I  don’t understand your love of walking.” Tom was rocking back and forth in the saddle of a Blood Mustang, drinking from a bottle. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know what Tom carried in his spatial artifact (he must’ve had at least some sort of inheritance left after so many years being the junior heir of the Predatory Blades clan), but he suspected that alcohol occupied most of the space. 
 
    “Arkemeya only returned one of our horses,” Hadjar shrugged. 
 
    They were moving along the Imperial Road, toward the northwestern border. 
 
    “You seem to prefer walking.” 
 
    “I’m stretching my legs.” 
 
    Tom snorted and took another swig from the bottle. 
 
    “You might be able to deceive most people, barbarian, but not me. This is your peasant nature coming out. Riding is for the nobles. People like you are the ones that drag their feet through the mud.” 
 
    Hadjar just smiled and said nothing. He really was happy to run and stretch his legs, which had gone numb from inactivity. Besides, he’d never liked to ride, and if there wasn’t an emergency, he avoided it. He was also still experimenting with his new power — the ability to summon the wind. Its ever-changing Name was as clear to Hadjar as Tom’s grumbling. Saying the magic Word, he called upon the wind, and it became a part of his legs. He ran smoothly, easily keeping pace with the Blood Mustang. And unlike the ‘White Lightning Step’ or ‘Path through the Clouds’ Techniques, this didn’t consume any energy. Otherwise, a light warm-up would’ve turned into a draining marathon. Besides, he’d spent his last energy-restoring pills during his last battle. 
 
    “Tell me, barbarian, why do we need Annette to come along?” 
 
    They were moving as fast as the best sports cars on Earth. Hadjar’s feet were like clouds, and he left whitish streaks behind him as he ran. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave her under Morgan’s nose,” Hadjar sort of told the truth. 
 
    Hearing the Emperor’s name being used without the accompanying titles and due respect, Tom flinched, then swore. 
 
    “I already told you, barbarian,” he said. “You might have everyone else fooled, but not me. You need her for something.” 
 
    Hadjar arched an eyebrow: 
 
    “I don’t think about sex as much as you do, my passionate friend.” 
 
    “Stop bullshitting me!” Tom snorted. “I saw you devouring that messenger with your eyes.” 
 
    “A momentary lapse, nothing more.” 
 
    “So why do we need Annette? Of course, her necromancy and magic seem quite useful, but her body isn’t very strong. She isn’t far from being an ordinary mortal. She’s unlikely to survive this journey. So, why do you need her, barbarian?” 
 
    Hadjar sighed wearily. He’d met Tom almost six years ago. At the time, he had been an arrogant and stupid sixteen-year-old brat. He still was, in a lot of ways, but six years of constant adventures had given him a clear mind to go along with that arrogance. Tom wasn’t a fool. Quite the opposite, in fact. 
 
    “I need to learn something from her and I’m afraid that I won’t get another chance to do it.” 
 
    “Another chance?” Tom spurred his horse and picked up the pace a little. This made Hadjar speed up as well. “Are you afraid that you’ll soon be too old to make kids?” 
 
    “By the demons!” Hadjar swore. “You had plenty of time in Sukhashim to get sex off your mind. So stop talking about it.” 
 
    “Did I hit a sore spot?” 
 
    Hadjar just swore, and they spent the next few hours in silence. 
 
    They’d been traveling since that morning. Ognesh and Guram were running Sukhashim at the moment. No one had thought that they’d have to part so soon, but none of Hadjar’s soldiers had the power to face such a challenge. Not yet… 
 
    He’d had to take Tom with him because he could’ve made mistakes if he’d left him in Sukhashim. Also, in the absence of Einen, Hadjar needed a companion who, while not as cunning as the islander, was still clever. Tom fit the bill. He was also a rather strong swordsman. Hadjar was supposed to get into Lascan on his own, and the enemy Empire had several great heroes at its disposal. For example, Taniged the Cloudy. Hadjar wasn’t sure if he could defeat the red-haired cultivator. But Taniged wasn’t the strongest among the Lascanian great heroes. The Scarlet Swordsman had a firm grip on that title — a person shrouded in mysteries. 
 
    Rumors claimed that the Scarlet Swordsman was so ancient that he’d seen the fall of the Hundred Kingdoms. If he was a Nameless using proper Divine level Techniques for strengthening the body, combined with the rarest and most precious of life-prolonging elixirs, he could’ve lived for several eons, but that would mean that his power was truly unparalleled. Which, in turn, meant that he should’ve easily crushed heroes like Orune. But Tarisfal, may his forefathers accept him, had never encountered the Scarlet Swordsman. So, in Darnassus and in Lascan both, it was believed that this warrior was nothing more than a horror story that Lascan used to frighten its enemies. 
 
    “Hadjar,” Tom began thoughtfully, “do you know any white-haired, fire-wielding swordswomen?” 
 
    “Only swordsmen. Why?” 
 
    “Just wondering.” 
 
    Hadjar narrowed his eyes at him, but Tom didn’t seem to want to discuss it any further. What a strange question… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1051 
 
      
 
   T he tavern where they had agreed to meet looked like any other establishment of its kind, filled with fortune seekers of all sorts. It was a spacious and simple three-story building. On the first floor, there was a bar, a kitchen, and oak tables bolted to the floor. The guests were mercenaries, traders, bandits, and other scum. Some were individuals who looked like common rabble, but Hadjar had enough power to see them as what they actually were — powerful cultivators. Traveling warriors and disciples of martial arts schools and sects often stayed in such establishments as well. 
 
    The waiters and waitresses on the first floor weren’t very attractive. They were supposed to calm hotheaded patrons with their appearance, not make them even less sensible. Pretty staff members could only be found on the second floor, where there were private dining rooms. The bedrooms were on the third floor. The bartender was usually the owner of the tavern. 
 
    “What a dump!” Tom whistled. 
 
    Pushing his way through the crowd and not hiding his aura, he approached a table occupied by mercenaries wearing Earth level armor and wielding weapons of all sorts. They’d been drinking and celebrating until he came up to them. 
 
    “Hey, you bastard-” The group’s leader, a bronze-skinned brunette, didn’t even get to finish her insult. As an initial-stage Heaven Soldier, she couldn’t oppose the pressure of Tom’s will and aura. 
 
    “Take your henchmen and get out of here, you worthless bitch.” 
 
    “Of course, honorable cultivator.” She bowed deeply. 
 
    A heartbeat later, Hadjar and Tom were sitting at the empty and clean table. The leader had made her men clean it for them before they’d departed. 
 
    “We could’ve just stayed on the second floor,” Hadjar said. 
 
    Tom beckoned a waitress, a burly middle-aged woman, over. After giving her their order, Tom cast a skeptical glance at Hadjar. 
 
    “There’s a war going on, barbarian. So, the chances of being overheard in a crowd are much lower than in the silence of the second floor.” 
 
    Hadjar only smiled. Tom really wasn’t a fool anymore. 
 
    “And stop checking me out,” Tom uncorked another bottle and swiped a glass from the adjacent table. 
 
    “Hey!” A huge man grabbed his axe, but then almost fainted from the horror that suddenly gripped his heart. “Honorable cultivator…” Mumbling, he turned back to his silent group. 
 
    In most places, Tom’s power was considered to be something incredible. As far as the commoners were concerned, a mid-stage Spirit Knight was at the top of the food chain within the seven Empires. As for Lords and Nameless ones, they rarely stayed at these kinds of establishments. If they travelled, they only went from point A to point B, often using skyships. Ordinary wandering cultivators rarely encountered them. And if they did, a lot of them didn’t survive to tell the tale. 
 
    The tavern was noisy. The burly waitress had gone to the bar. They hadn’t ordered much: three pitchers of good wine, a meat stew, and a pot of sweet tea. 
 
    The food was for Annette. A Heaven Soldier could survive months without food. Hadjar had no doubt that if he had to, and with sufficient access to the World River, he’d be able to survive without eating for the rest of his life. Food wasn’t a way to nourish his body anymore, merely a source of pleasure. Except for the meat of beasts that had been powerful, of course. 
 
    The noisy tavern suddenly fell silent. The guests froze. They stared at the entrance of the tavern. Annette was standing in the doorway, wearing a tight leather hunting suit. Her high, firm breasts only accentuated the snug fit of her suit, her tiny waist, and her thick hips. Her round face, full lips, and blue eyes only added to her attractiveness. 
 
    A man, having overcome his shock, was already rising from his seat, but was immediately stopped by Tom’s aura, which had enveloped the entire tavern. 
 
    “That’s what you call stealth, huh?” Tom hissed. “A black beauty near the Lascanian border. Of course, no one would ever recognize the witch who took part in the battle against Derek of the Steppe.” 
 
    “Not everything has to be about stealth, Tom.” Hadjar pulled out a chair for Annette. 
 
    “Hey, you!” Tom shouted and drew his sword. “Why are you staring? Don’t like having your eyes anymore, huh?” 
 
    Everyone in the tavern turned away from Tom, Annette, and Hadjar in unison. Including the waitstaff and owner. 
 
    “Hello, Annette,” Hadjar greeted her. 
 
    The girl turned to him and… Hadjar saw that her blue eyes no longer held the same spark as before. The Karnak jungle had a very different take on relationships compared to the very free-spirited folk of Darnassus. The mere fact that there were rumors in the capital about Hadjar and Princess Akena having an affair had been enough to extinguish the passion that Annette had felt for him. 
 
    “Einen asked me to give this to you,” she said in an even, friendly tone, and handed Hadjar a small metal ring. 
 
    He accepted it, trying to touch her hand as he did so, but she pulled away. Damn it… Their adventure, cut short in the jungle, wasn’t destined to continue. 
 
    Taking the ring, which was a spatial artifact, Hadjar looked inside of it. He saw seven liquid energy pills, each of them worth forty thousand Imperial coins. They could completely restore the power reserves of even a Nameless level cultivator. There were also several blood pills, healing drugs that could restore one’s physical and energy body even after they’d been struck by an Imperial level Technique. They cost seventy thousand a piece. There were also other, much less valuable things in the ring. 
 
    “How much did this cost the Kesalia clan?” Hadjar cleared his throat. 
 
    “Nothing,” Annette said, her accent completely gone by now. “This is from Rekka Geran. By the way, I wanted to warn you-” 
 
    Tom and Hadjar exchanged glances and swore in unison. The gray-haired swordswoman was standing behind them… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1052 
 
      
 
   “T hat is the most idiotic plan I’ve ever heard,” Rekka put down a glass of tart brew. Despite her small stature and slim build, the double agent drank so much that many proud drunkards would’ve blushed in shame to witness it. 
 
    “If you don’t like it, give us an alternative, brat.” Tom was clearly drunk and could barely speak. 
 
    The sun was already setting. The world was being wrapped up in a blanket of winter night. The guests huddled closer together, pulling out their warm clothes and wrapping their cloaks around themselves. Winter in this region was so severe that it even chilled cultivators. A mortal wouldn’t survive a couple of minutes here. Hadjar wondered why the winters in Sukhashim were mild, but much more severe in this area. After just two or three days of traveling north, everything had been turned upside down. Currently, it was spring in Lidus… Something was clearly wrong with the Nameless World. It couldn’t possibly be just an ordinary planet. 
 
    “Don’t like it?” Geran snapped. “Do you actually think the barbarian’s plan can work? We’re supposed to go to the Delphie Valley, infiltrate a Lascanian Legion, pose as negotiators, and then, as negotiators, somehow get into the facility and rescue the Prince and Princess?” 
 
    “Oh, so now we’re saving the Prince’s and the Princess’ asses?” 
 
    “You’re talking about the heirs to the throne, you fucking bastard! Show some respect!” 
 
    “Oh come on, you gray-haired traitor, what do you know about respect?” 
 
    “Shut up! Your brain clearly has a few screws loose.” 
 
    “One more word, Geran,” the drunken Tom growled, “and I’ll send you to your forefathers.” 
 
    “Are you strong enough to do that, mercenary dog of the Kesalia clan?” Rekka hissed. 
 
    Tom grabbed the hilt of his sword, and Rekka put her hands on her twin short blades. 
 
    “Stop it.” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    His stern look was enough to get Tom and Rekka back to their seats. It had nothing to do with the fact that Hadjar was many times stronger than them. It was simply that the two of them didn’t really want to fight, and Hadjar’s words were a good enough reason for them to back down. 
 
    “Stop spewing nonsense. First of all, how do we even infiltrate a Lascanian Legion?” Rekka asked. 
 
    “We’ll capture a few legionaries,” Hadjar shrugged. “We’ll get everything out of them we can, then take their medallions. There are several million warriors in the Legion, they won’t even notice a few people getting replaced. It always worked in-” 
 
    “In the former barbarian Kingdoms,” Rekka interrupted him. “Which are now Baronies. Hadjar, come to your senses! You might be the Mad General, but you’re no longer in the northern provinces. You’re in the middle of a war between two of the most powerful Empires that have ever existed. If you think that it’ll be easy to infiltrate the Lascanian army, you’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    “People call me the Mad General because of silly stories. We’ll only-” 
 
    “Every medallion of a Legion — both in Lascan and Darnassus — is marked with a name,” Rekka interrupted again. “If you try to fool the Lascanian Legion with something like that, they’ll see through you right away. Even if we assume that you can somehow manage to deceive its magic, like you did with ‘The Holy Sky’ School... It won’t matter. You can’t exactly pass yourself off as a negotiator.” 
 
    “Even if I can’t, the position of a legionnaire will allow me to-” 
 
    “It won’t let you do anything. The Legion isn’t an army assembled in a day. It’s an ancient, well-established mechanism, each cog of which is always in the exact place it needs to be. They even go on leave on a strictly planned schedule. Legions, Hadjar, are one of the pillars of any Empire’s survival. You can’t pretend to be a legionnaire, or simply wander around Lascan with their amulets.” 
 
    Hadjar swore under his breath. It was hard to admit, but Rekka was right. The plan that his neural network had suggested wasn’t going to work. Especially because it had only given him the plan after he’d decided on a suicidal attack. The network had offered up a disgraceful plan as an alternative. And Hadjar Darkhan would rather go into the fire with his head held high than debase himself… again… 
 
    “Maybe you can offer your own, alternate plan?” Annette spoke up for the first time that evening. 
 
    So far, she’d calmly eaten her stew, drunk some wine, and hadn’t really paid attention to what was happening. She, like everyone else gathered at this table, understood that Hadjar had called her for a slightly different purpose. 
 
    “Of course,” Rekka said, “but it isn’t mine, it was developed by the guard corps and the Secret Office.” 
 
    “The plan of Dekoy Schuver and Baligor the Tenacious?” Tom asked. “Do share, brat. I can’t wait to find out what those two, who can’t even breathe in the same room without starting a fight, were able to come up with together.” 
 
    “Stop interrupting me, you bastard!” 
 
    “Calm down, both of you! So, Geran, what’s your plan?” 
 
    “We ransom them,” Rekka said calmly. 
 
    Hadjar’s choked in surprise. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tom asked. “How? What kind of miracle are you expecting from us here?  Hadjar, do you have another miracle up your sleeve?” 
 
    “If I did, we’d be on our way to Delphie by now,” Hadjar told him flatly. 
 
    “We don’t have a miracle. So… How do we save the Prince and Princess?” 
 
    “Well…” Rekka began slowly. “Ransom is not quite the word I’m looking for... We’ll exchange them.” 
 
    “Even better,” Tom exclaimed with a laugh. “What will we exchange them for? Air? Maybe a few piles of horse manure? I don’t see what resources we have in such high quantities that we can actually exchange them for the heirs.” 
 
    “The dirt spewing from your filthy mouth would be enough, you fucking bastard-” 
 
    “What are we going to exchange them for?” Hadjar asked when they were all once again seated. 
 
    “For the young Emperor of Lascan, of course,” Rekka replied matter-of-factly. “Only he would be as valuable as our heirs.” 
 
    There was silence at the table. 
 
    “You mean… you mean…” Tom gaped, “We’re supposed to… kidnap the Emperor of Lascan?” 
 
    “That’s right!” 
 
    Tom swore, “By the gods and demons, did you hear her, barbarian? We’re supposed to kidnap the Emperor. How the fuck do we do that? It’s just the four of us! And only Hadjar has the power to even think about attempting such a thing!” 
 
    “Five, actually,” Rekka corrected him. 
 
    “Five?” Tom asked. 
 
    Hadjar sensed something that made him sigh wearily and massage his temples. Damn you, Morgan… Damn your schemes! 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” a cloaked cultivator said, stepping out of the shadows. 
 
    “Who are you?” Tom snapped. 
 
    “Let me introduce him.” Rekka rose and greeted the stranger. “This is the best tracker in all the seven Empires, a mercenary who only works directly for the Imperial Families, a very skilled warrior... far more skilled than any other at this table, and a free adept, Raven’s Wing.” 
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   “R aven’sh Wing?” Tom asked, slurring his words slightly. “Are you wearing that mask because you’re ugly or what?” 
 
    Hadjar spluttered. Tom didn’t seem to realize that he was facing someone extremely powerful and dangerous. Hadjar had no doubt that of all those present at the tavern, only he understood the true power of this ‘best tracker.’ 
 
    “Well,” Raven’s Wing touched his silver mask that was shaped like a raven’s beak. Back when they’d first met in the Black Mountains of Balium, the mask had just been a piece of jewelry, but now it was fused to his face. “It’s a punishment for my past mistakes…” 
 
    His gaze met Hadjar’s. There was an honest and genuine surprise in it, as if Raven’s Wing truly hadn’t expected to meet Hadjar here. Hadjar actually believed he wasn’t faking it, either. 
 
    “My honorable future allies,” Raven’s Wing said, “I haven’t had the honor of learning your names yet.” 
 
    Was this a party or something? Also, who even talked like that? 
 
    “Tom the Root-hic-less,” the former aristocrat introduced himself. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Tom the Root-hic-less,” Raven’s Wing bowed. 
 
    Tom turned to Rekka: 
 
    “Is he dumb?” 
 
    “The only dumbass here is you, you irritating bastard,” Rekka hissed. “That was a joke, you idiot.” 
 
    “A stupid joke,” Tom opined, taking the rest of the stew from Annette and eating it with great zeal. 
 
    Hadjar introduced himself. 
 
    “Annette of the Shuk’Arka tribe,” She introduced herself in her native language. 
 
    Raven’s Wing didn’t miss a beat: 
 
    “Raven’s Wing without a tribe, father, or mother. May the Eternals illuminate your path, Annette of the Shuk’Arka tribe.” 
 
    For a few moments, they were silent. Only Hadjar and Annette had understood him. This member of the Raven Sect also spoke the language of the Karnak tribes. 
 
    “I think we’re done with the introductions.” With a wave of her hand, Rekka pulled a chair out from under a mercenary sitting next to her. The man collapsed, but quickly realized that there was no point in arguing about it. “Raven’s Wing, tell the rest of the squad about your plan.” 
 
    He sat down on the edge of his chair, still holding his sword, and was about to say something when Tom interrupted him: 
 
    “Why should we believe this mercenary? The guard corps bitch might’ve said that he’s the best... but I’ve personally never heard of anyone called Raven’s Wing.” 
 
    “Maybe because he’s the best,” Rekka quipped. “I’ll remind you that he wasn’t hired by me, nor by the guard corps, not even the Secret Office, but by His Imperial Majesty himself. Do you no longer trust the Emperor, you drunkard?” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, wretch,” Tom snapped. “I’m-” 
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” Hadjar whispered, and then he struck the three pressure points on Tom’s neck. The drunk man closed his eyes, and then went completely limp in his chair. 
 
    “Well done,” Raven’s Wing said with a nod. “I’ve only seen something like that in the Dead Moon clan.” 
 
    “By the way,” Hadjar ignored him and turned to Rekka, “why didn’t Morgan hire... Stop flinching, he won’t hear us addressing him without all his regalia.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on that,” Rekka muttered. “Why didn’t the Emperor hire…?” 
 
    “The Dead Moon clan,” Hadjar said. 
 
    Rekka poured herself another glass of the brew, sipped it, and then put it back on the table. 
 
    “Because the Dead Moon clan couldn’t even manage to kill one Spirit Knight,” she explained, staring at Hadjar. She didn’t know that it had actually been Orune who’d killed the assassins from the Dead Moon clan on the Storm Mountain, not Hadjar. He didn’t even want to remember that evening... “And they specialize in murder, not kidnapping. In addition, they have competition in Lascan — the Sleeping Star clan. Those two clans of assassins can’t stand each other.” 
 
    “The Sleeping Star clan?” Hadjar asked thoughtfully. As he and Einen had managed to learn, the members of this clan had gotten involved in Morgan’s schemes a few years ago. The assassination attempt during which Morgan had gained a little more power had been their doing. He’d also gained said power in a very elegant way — by simply beheading a few of the more obstinate nobles using the Sleeping Star clan. 
 
    “How do you know the language of my people?” Annette asked. 
 
    “I’ve travelled a lot.” Raven’s Wing didn’t bow, but raised his chin, showing that he knew not only the language, but also the customs. “Like any tracker, I value freedom above all else. I never stay in one place for long.” 
 
    Hadjar cleared his throat, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Are you quite done?” Rekka snapped. “If so, then, honorable Raven’s Wing, please tell us about your plan.” 
 
    He glanced at the sleeping Tom. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about him,” Rekka assured him. “The barbarian will fill him in. Even if he doesn’t, I don’t think this drunkard can help us in any way.” 
 
    “All right then,” Raven’s Wing put his hands on the table and began his story. “The Emperor of Darnassus approached me two days ago. So, I prepared a plan. To begin with, we’ll go to Lascan disguised as a traveling merchant and his guards. The Emperor said that there’d be a weak adept among us who could easily be passed off as one.” 
 
    Everyone at the table turned to Tom. He just kept snoring and grunting. 
 
    “I’ll have to teach him how to hide his aura,” Raven’s Wing sighed. “I’ll add it to the bill… So, after we infiltrate the Empire, it’ll take us a week to reach the capital, where the Emperor’s birthday will be taking place. We’ll then give him something extraordinary, something worthy of an Emperor.” 
 
    “What will we give him?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry, barbarian,” Rekka answered instead of Raven’s Wing. “The Emperor has valuables in his treasury that would turn your hair gray to look upon. He gave me one of them to use in the plan.” 
 
    “According to Lascanian tradition, a gift should be passed around from person to person. So, the rest is up to me. I’ll use the ‘Boundless Step’ artifact and move out of the Palace, where you’ll be waiting for me. Together, we’ll escape the capital, after which we’ll begin negotiations.” 
 
    “In other words,” Hadjar summarized, “We’ll have two artifacts. One to use as a gift. And the other, this ‘Boundless Step,’ which will somehow get you through all the magic shields, artifacts, barriers, and restraining Techniques of the great heroes who will definitely be at the reception. And let’s not forget that the Emperor might end up being replaced by a double before the event. The artifact might not be able to handle the strain. We might not even get out of the capital. That’s a lot of ‘ifs’ for my liking.” 
 
    “Is the fearless barbarian getting cold feet?” Rekka smiled. 
 
    “I’m not,” Hadjar shook his head. “I just want to clarify something: you called my plan crazy, but his is adequate?” 
 
    “Well,” Raven’s Wing’s voice was calm, “My plan is no less insane than yours. But between the two of them, it’s the actually doable one.” He secretly gestured: ‘Hunting. Later. Air.’ at Hadjar. Fucking schemes… 
 
    “As you wish,” Hadjar waved his hand, then tossed Tom over his shoulder and dragged him up to the third floor. “It’s not me who’s going to the reception, but Raven’s Wing. So, if that plan doesn’t work out, I’ll have time to pull off my own.” 
 
    There was even a bit of truth in what he’d just said… 
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   H adjar took out his pipe, filled it with fragrant tobacco, and lit it. He watched the snow as it fell. Spinning, it landed on the hot ground, covering it in a blanket of comforting coolness. The north wind coming from the distant mountains brought freshness and a sense of something new with it. Hadjar had always loved winter. He loved its stern atmosphere, the low, gray sky, the fresh air, and the pure, white snow. Making smoke rings, he turned to the cultivator standing next to him, wrapped up in a black cloak. 
 
    “Is that your Sect uniform?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    Raven’s Wing tugged at his cloak. 
 
    “More like a tribute to our ancestor. Did you ask me to come here to discuss my outfit?” 
 
    “Actually, you asked me.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for semantics, Hadjar Darkhan.” Raven’s Wing turned around to head back into the tavern, but was stopped by Hadjar. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He froze, then turned back, and, after setting aside his heavy sword, sat down next to Hadjar. 
 
    “Weren’t you listening? I was hired by the Emperor of Darnassus to kidnap the Emperor of Lascan and then exchange him for something valuable in the Delphie Valley.” 
 
    Hadjar only grunted and took another puff of his pipe. 
 
    “I swear to our ancestor, I’m extremely surprised to see you here,” Raven’s Wing finished. 
 
    “I don’t really believe you, but sure.” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t understand why you’re so wary of our sect.” Raven’s Wing ran a hand over his mask, which was clearly uncomfortable, but given that it had fused with his skin, it would be impossible to remove. “Have we ever given you a reason to not trust us?” 
 
    “You mean besides the two times your members tried to kill me?” 
 
    “Kill you?” Raven’s Wing asked, genuinely surprised. “Is it murder to win a fair fight? Have they ever tried to deceive you, or to outwit you in some dishonorable way? Winning a fight… Well, all cultivators fight. Only through battles do we truly live and grow stronger. Accusing us of attempted murder based on that alone... By the gods and demons, Hadjar, you could accuse the whole world of murder with that kind of logic!” 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t sure how to reply to that. Neither the assassins, who’d burned down the restaurant in the center of Dahanatan, nor Mrax had really tried to trick him. They’d fought fairly, and with dignity. Still, something about Raven’s Wing’s words was off. Hadjar could smell it. The stench of schemes. 
 
    “Speaking of the world,” Hadjar took another puff. This time, the smoke ring he exhaled was clearer, but he still wasn’t as skillful as Nero had been. “How does it feel to follow people who advocate for the death of all living things? After all, the Black General tried to destroy the whole world.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing was silent for a bit. He stared at the sky. 
 
    “I don’t know much about theology, Hadjar,” he said at last. “You can talk to my Master about it. He’ll explain it better than I’ll ever be able to-” 
 
    “You’re dodging the question.” 
 
    “My answer is simple,” Raven’s Wing shrugged, “but it hurts my pride.” 
 
    Hadjar raised an eyebrow. Raven’s Wing sighed and touched his silver mask. 
 
    “I don’t follow the Black General, but my master,” Raven’s Wing admitted. “To elaborate: I honor and respect our ancestor... However, this isn’t about that. If you want, I’ll swear an oath that the Raven Sect had no interest in making you and me meet again. I never could’ve dreamed that the Emperor would send you to Lascan, either.” 
 
    Hadjar had lived long enough to learn how to tell when people told him the truth. Raven’s Wing was being honest. He really had been surprised to encounter Hadjar here, despite Hadjar’s refusal to believe his instincts about it. 
 
    “Why would the Sect help Darnassus?” 
 
    The sectarian smiled and then laughed. However, due to the mask, he couldn’t fully open his mouth, so the laugh was somewhat off. 
 
    “Don’t you understand, Hadjar? The Sect is an ancient organization. Much older than the Seven Empires. It’s as old as the Dragon Lands. How does such an organization, which exists all across the world, all forty-nine regions of it, survive and even thrive?” 
 
    Hadjar was stunned by the words. 
 
    “Wait... What did you just say? Forty-nine regions?” 
 
    Raven’s Wing opened his mouth to reply, then stopped himself and smiled. “Well, of course,” he mumbled under his breath. “You barely studied in Lidus, which was a small Kingdom. And at ‘The Holy Sky’ School, you didn’t spend time and resources on useless history lectures. Although it’s unlikely that they’d give you access to knowledge that belittles the power of the Empires-” 
 
    “Can we get to the point without talking about my education and homeland?” 
 
    “Of course. I think I have the right to share this information with you… We’re currently in the White Dragon Region. The neighboring region is the Red Phoenix Region. It takes so long to get to the rest of them that, without being an Immortal and without having at least an artifact with a soul as your mode of transportation, it’s almost suicidal to even try.” 
 
    “And how many regions are there?” Hadjar asked to make sure. 
 
    “Forty-nine. But don’t worry. The White Dragon Region is considered to be one of the largest. There are only ten others that rival it.” 
 
    “And a region is bigger than Darnassus?” 
 
    “Yes. The smallest one still has at least two parts under its command, both of them as large as Darnassus or Lascan.” 
 
    Hadjar tried to visualize the size of the Nameless World, but couldn’t. He knew one thing for certain: whatever this nameless world was, it certainly couldn’t be a regular planet. 
 
    “Wait, did you call it the Red Phoenix Region? Does that mean-” 
 
    “It’s also controlled by intelligent monsters, yes,” Raven’s Wing nodded. “The fire phoenixes.” 
 
    “Are there other kinds?” 
 
    “There are. Each element has its own kind.” 
 
    Hadjar swore. 
 
    “So you’re saying that-” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no!” Raven’s Wing laughed at the misunderstanding. “Out of the forty-nine regions, only two are controlled by monsters: the White Dragon Region and the Red Phoenix Region. There are also about a dozen that belong to other, non-human races. All the others are ruled by humans.” 
 
    “Then why-” 
 
    “Because it was here, in the territories of the Red Phoenix Region and the White Dragon Region, many eras ago, that the battle against our ancestor took place. The representatives of all four worlds fought: the world of demons, the Spirit world, the world of mortals, and the world of gods. Here, the Black General fell, the wandering Sage forged his chains, and the skulls of all the dead were piled into a mountain that was hidden somewhere in the four worlds. Only the Jasper Emperor knows its exact location and the way to reach it. But alas, the battle weakened the human race and the races of the First, and so the monsters were able to outperform us in cultivation and become dominant here.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered Erhard’s words. He wondered if the Last King knew that there were firebirds as well as dragons… Probably not. 
 
    “So, the Raven Sect is-” 
 
    “We’re mercenaries,” Raven’s Wing nodded. “We work for those who pay us the most, performing tasks that no one else takes on. We have to make a living, after all. However, the services of the Sect are so expensive that, except for the Emperors or heads of various regions, no one else can afford them.” 
 
    “If Lascan had paid you first-” 
 
    “You and I would’ve been on opposite sides of the fight right now. So, I thank the gods and demons that this didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Raven’s Wing smiled again, “Because now I have an opportunity to convince you to join the Sect without resorting to force.” 
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   “I ’ve already refused that offer, Raven’s Wing, and I’m not going to change my mind.” 
 
    The sectarian sighed, dusted off his cloak, and stood up. 
 
    “Why are you so stubborn, Hadjar? You have almost no one left in this world who is connected to you through blood or Spirit. Why not join us, then, your true brothers and sisters?” 
 
    Hadjar also stood up. He knocked the ashes out of his pipe and put it back in its place. 
 
    “You’re right, Raven’s Wing, I don’t have many people I’m close to, but I’d go to the abyss or die for every single one of them. And I’m sure all of them would do the same for me. As for your Sect... How can I call someone who wants to kill me a brother or a sister?” 
 
    “You’re taking what happened too seriously,” Raven’s Wing shrugged. “Death is only the end of one path and the beginning of another for a warrior.” 
 
    “Maybe. But my journey isn’t over yet, so I’m not planning to die anytime soon.” 
 
    “Then you have another reason to join our ranks,” he persisted. “You can only unlock the full potential of the power that lives within you with our guidance.” 
 
    “I guess,” Hadjar sighed, “But the more I turn to this power, the closer I get to when the fragment of the Black General’s soul completely absorbs me.” 
 
    “If you turn out to be weaker than it.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Raven’s Wing. Only now did he realize that he was taller than him. By almost a full head, at that. During their first meeting, Raven’s Wing had seemed like a giant, comparable to a mountain propping up the sky. And now Hadjar was realizing that he was just a man, like him. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Talking?” Raven’s Wing kicked his heavy sword and caught it in midair. White waves of energy spread out around them. “I don’t want to say anything, Hadjar Darkhan. I just want to show you.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing waved his hand, and black and scarlet magic symbols swirled around them, which Hadjar recognized as magical barriers. But they weren’t going to be used to contain a foe’s power or prevent anyone from breaking in. On the contrary, they were there to prevent the power within from slipping outside. 
 
    “You’ve grown a lot stronger since our last meeting, Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind.” Raven Wing’s tone changed from calm to serious, and scarlet lights shone in his eyes. “So I’ll attack you with three quarters of my power. Do everything you can to protect yourself, otherwise your path will end right here and now.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing moved to the other end of the square arena outlined by his magic. He didn’t try to convince Raven’s Wing that this was unnecessary, and that no matter how strong his attack ended up being, it wouldn’t make Hadjar change his mind. Raven’s Wing was right about one thing: Hadjar had grown stronger since they’d last met. 
 
    He now understood why the strongest people in this world knew each other. They had a lot of mutual respect for each other, and anger or anything like that was rare between them. The higher you climbed up the steps of cultivation, the fewer people could keep up. 
 
    Hadjar felt Raven’s Wing’s power. It was so enormous that it almost eclipsed the light of the World River. He wanted to fight this power to test his own, to grab victory and prove to himself that he was still moving forward, and toward his goal. Every cultivator experienced this. They were drawn to each other like magnets, all to ensure that they’d end up in a duel. That was a paradox of the martial arts world. The stronger you became, the less you encountered your peers, and more often than not, you looked for stronger opponents. 
 
    “Are you ready, North Wind?” Raven’s Wing asked. “I’ll only hold back a quarter of my power, but don’t think that this will give you much of an advantage. You’ll have to take this seriously if you want to avoid meeting your forefathers.” 
 
    Pushing aside the edge of his robes, Hadjar put his hand on the hilt of the Blue Wind Blade. 
 
    “Well, that’s the answer I expected,” Raven’s Wing said with a nod. 
 
    He flicked off his sword’s scabbard with his palm. The giant black blade appeared in the center of the universe like a streak of darkness. It was more than seven feet long, four palms wide, and three fingers thick. It weighed so much that the ground around Raven’s Wing’s feet cracked. But that didn’t frighten Hadjar. 
 
    When the scabbard hit the ground, everything turned black. The snow froze. It gradually darkened. The ground hummed and vibrated. The air was thick with power and energy. 
 
    The True Kingdom of the Heavy Sword caused the ground within the perimeter to sink. They were now standing in a pit that was at least a foot deep and had perfect borders. All because Raven’s Wing had drawn his sword. 
 
    When he raised it above his head, a sea of darkness surged behind him. It rose toward the sky like a raven’s wings and tore open the white cover of the snowy winter sky, revealing the abyss of the infinite universe. Raven’s Wing, from whom the two wings had spread out, sprouted a beak and claws. 
 
    Hadjar could feel Raven’s Wing’s will fluttering inside the darkness. His will was as strong as Hadjar’s. It merged with his energy and mysteries, making him stronger and more powerful. 
 
    The cultivator brought his sword down in an almighty slash. It was as if a world of darkness descended upon Hadjar. It was impossible not to recognize it. Hadjar had seen this same attack in the portrait of the Black General. 
 
    Raven’s Wing thought he was the one fighting Hadjar, but Hadjar was actually fighting the first Darkhan. Someone whose Inheritance lived inside his soul. If Hadjar didn’t become stronger than this Inheritance, if he didn’t create a Technique that would outshine the Black General’s own, he would die. And his goal would forever remain beyond reach. The Black General hadn’t been able to defeat the Jasper Emperor. So, he wasn’t even what Hadjar was aiming for, not really. He’d go further than any of those who’d come before him, further than the greatest swordsman of all time. He’d take his first step on that path today. 
 
    With these thoughts, Hadjar drew his blade. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The noise in the tavern suddenly subsided. Everyone there could feel a cold blade caressing their throats, as if Death itself had reached toward their souls and was now considering whether to send them to their forefathers or not. 
 
    “W-w-wh-a-t… i-is… thi-i-i-s…?” 
 
    The answer was a terrible rumble, brought from the mountain peaks by the north wind. 
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   R aven’s Wing stared straight ahead. His attack, which was capable of killing a Nameless, had met absolutely no resistance. The ground was now disfigured by a black crack. Rocks turned into black ash, evaporating. The echo of his Technique had been so powerful that it had disintegrated stones. 
 
    There was no body, no blood, nothing to indicate that Hadjar had failed to defend himself. The magic symbols were still dancing slowly around the makeshift arena. Flickering slightly, they glimmered every time snowflakes fell on them. The ice crystals shone with all the colors of the rainbow, disappearing in flashes of magic. 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you?” A calm and tired voice asked him. 
 
    Raven’s Wing looked up. A tall, muscular man stood on the tavern’s roof with his arms crossed. His blue robes fluttered, and his long blade moved slightly in its scabbard. 
 
    “But how…” Raven’s Wing couldn’t believe his eyes. 
 
    The spell he’d used was supposed to completely block any energy that tried getting through it, up to the Nameless level. It was a way to fight in a crowded urban environment without attracting too much attention, and it more than compensated for the disadvantages inherent to wielding a heavy sword. A heavy sword was much more deadly than regular ones. A single one of its blows weighed dozens of tons and could break through almost any defense. But the problem was that such a sword was too slow. The Techniques that could be used with it took too long to prepare. The ‘trap spell’ compensated for the lack of speed. It could be broken, but then the one who did so would be struck by its power instead. 
 
    Raven’s Wing couldn’t sense any part of the trap that had been broken, and there were no gaps or cracks in it. Hadjar had moved from one place to another like the wind he was named after, like no obstacle could stop him. 
 
    “This is a movement Technique,” Raven’s Wing whispered. “A very powerful one. I don’t know where you got it, but-” 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter. I just wanted to show you that no matter how much your gang wants to associate with me, I don’t. You go your own way, I go mine. Our paths can only cross in battle, but can never become one.” 
 
    “And-” 
 
    “And you called yourself a warrior,” Hadjar continued. “You said that for a warrior, death is just another path. You’re right. We warriors really do see our life and death in such a way. However, any warrior knows perfectly well that one battle can’t be won…” 
 
    “Which one is that?” 
 
    “The one that doesn’t happen,” Hadjar shrugged, disappeared, and then reappeared at the entrance to the tavern. It had been a long time since he’d slept in a warm, soft bed, so he wasn’t going to deny himself the pleasure. 
 
    Raven’s Wing stood alone in the middle of a pit. The north wind was blowing, bringing the piercing cold of the Queen of the Winter court with it. A blizzard turned the fluffy, soft snowflakes into needle-sharp ice. With a wave of his hand, the cultivator made the magic symbols disappear, and then with a second wave, he covered the hole in the ground with a carpet of snow. 
 
    “You’ve grown stronger indeed, Hadjar Darkhan,” Raven’s Wing whispered, then sheathed his sword, wrapped his cloak tightly around himself, and headed back to the tavern. He had to send a message to his Master… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re going straight to the Lascanian capital?” Rocking back and forth in the driver’s seat of a stagecoach, Tom looked tired and sleepy. Just like any other person who’d woken up after a long session of heavy drinking. No one knew what he’d been drinking, but it must’ve been very strong. 
 
    “That’s right,” Hadjar, sitting next to him, nodded. 
 
    At dawn, they’d left the tavern, went to the nearest village, bought a stagecoach for a very decent price, loaded it with various goods, and then set off. They’d have to travel a long time to get from here to the Lascanian capital, so they’d decided to equip the stagecoach with four Blood Mustangs. Raven’s Wing rode a fifth Mustang in front of them. In his black robes, his cloak fluttering behind him, with his silver mask and scarlet steed, he looked like the hero of a ballad. 
 
    “What? Just like that?” Tom persisted, “Straight into Satia? To the Emperor’s birthday? With a gift?” 
 
    “By the gods and demons!” Rekka, pulling back the curtain that separated the driver’s seat from the interior of the coach, reached out to slap Tom, but he’d drawn his sword just in time. “Yes! For the thousandth time, yes! If you don’t like it, you can take Raven’s Wing’s horse, ride back to Dahanatan, and hide under your sister’s skirt!” 
 
    There was only silence. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry!” There was so much venom in Rekka’s voice that she could’ve choked a demon with it. “She isn’t your sister anymore, Tom the Rootless…” Rekka pulled the curtains closed, sat back down, and began to meditate. 
 
    Hadjar was about to grab Tom to stop him from charging into the stagecoach, but stopped himself. With a trembling hand, Tom had uncorked a bottle and was raising it to his lips, but... he didn’t take a swig. Not a single drop came out before he corked the bottle and hung it on his belt, turning his empty gaze in the direction of Satia, looking vaguely lost. 
 
    “She must’ve given birth by now,” he whispered. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t say anything. He, too, was going to have a nephew soon. 
 
    “Tell me, Hadjar, how long will it be before I stop feeling kinship toward Anise and her child?” 
 
    “Everyone is different. So… Anywhere from a year to ten.” 
 
    “Anywhere from a year to a decade,” Tom repeated, taking the cork back out and gulping down the brew. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1057 
 
      
 
   A fter two days of racing down the countryside, even the Blood Mustangs needed rest. The squad decided to get off the road and stop near a wide stream to let them recover. Hadjar and Raven’s Wing immediately sensed the presence of a junior Spirit in the stream, a creature born from nature and the World River. Had they been weaker, the Spirit would’ve definitely come out to show ‘respect’ to the descendants of the Black General. In other words, it would’ve tried to kill them both. But since the Spirit could sense the overwhelming power of Raven’s Wing and Hadjar, which was much greater than its own, it didn’t show up. 
 
    “Don’t you need a Power Stone?” Raven’s Wing asked, surprised. 
 
    They stood side by side, looking out over the wide stream. 
 
    “Nope,” Hadjar responded honestly. His ring was filled to the brim with blood crystals from his distant ancestor. They could be turned into Power Stones of a much higher quality than what the junior Spirit’s Core could produce. 
 
    Raven’s Wing chuckled. 
 
    “This is my first time meeting a cultivator who doesn’t need Power Stones,” he said. “They sometimes slaughter whole families for them. It’s rare to encounter a junior Spirit around here. We’d have time to hunt it down while our companions are setting up camp.” 
 
    The stream, as if hearing Raven’s Wing’s words, started flowing more urgently. 
 
    “If we kill the Spirit, the stream will eventually run dry.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” Raven’s Wing asked. 
 
    Hadjar turned to the right. There, the drunken Tom was washing their horses in the stream. The animals didn’t like being close to a drunk person, and they kept snorting and kicking, but they couldn’t avoid the Spirit Knight. If it hadn’t been for the stream, the horses wouldn’t have gotten rest and water, and the valley around them, though covered in snow right now, wouldn’t have looked so alive. The forest, which at the moment was more akin to a collection of ice sculptures, would’ve withered and died together with the countless living creatures that inhabited it. Thanks to the junior Spirit, the stream was like an artery of lifeblood for this region. 
 
    “This is exactly why your order and I disagree,” Hadjar sighed, and turned back to the fire. 
 
    Annette, as a former resident of the Karnak jungle, was seeing a harsh winter for the first time in her life. Bundled up in several fur coats, she was warming her hands with her breath and kept stretching them out toward the fire. 
 
    Rekka, to her credit, had brought firewood with her. Two cross-shaped logs of rare wood produced a flame that went up to Hadjar’s waist, and the warmth from it was so soft and yet also intense that the snow melted around them, but slowly, almost lazily. Hadjar smiled and also enjoyed the flame. Even after almost forty years in this Nameless World, he never stopped marveling at its wonders and magic. 
 
    “Explain yourself, Hadjar.” Rekka demanded, not taking her eyes off an encrypted note on some parchment. 
 
    Hadjar took a quick look at it before sitting down next to Annette. After making sure his neural network had memorized everything, he ordered it to decrypt the document. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    Time until deciphering is completed, taking into account the current allocation of processing power: 6 days, 18 hours, 42 minutes, 15... 14... 13... seconds.] 
 
      
 
    The Secret Office were definitely professionals, since the neural network was estimating that it would need almost an entire week to crack their code. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Hadjar took two tin cups from the second spatial ring that Annette had given him. Throwing a handful of snow into each of them, he melted it over the fire, then he handed one to her. She accepted it gratefully, her teeth chattering. With trembling hands, she threw various powders and herbs into the cup. Hadjar just drank the warm water. 
 
    Well, that was life for you. Despite being a Lord who possessed the True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword, knew how to use his will, and knew Word magic, he was still sitting in the snow and drinking meltwater from a tin cup. If one believed the tales about cultivators that he’d heard as a child, he should’ve been surrounded by beautiful girls instead, indulging in all the pleasures that life could provide. Admittedly, everyone had their own way of doing things... In the oases of the Sea of Sand, many cultivators lived just such a life. 
 
    “How do you know Raven’s Wing?” Rekka asked without looking up from the scroll. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t make excuses or lie. He didn’t particularly enjoy Rekka Geran’s company, especially not after she’d nearly caused them to lose their lives in Karnak, but he still respected her. It would be stupid to try and lie to her. She would easily discern the lie from the truth. 
 
    “We’ve crossed paths before,” he admitted. 
 
    “Crossed paths? I’ve read the files about your life collected by the Secret Office. You and Tom used to get along better than you now get along with Raven’s Wing.” 
 
    “We have a complicated relationship. But don’t worry, we’ve put all our differences on hold until after the mission... By the way, why doesn’t Raven’s Wing know who we’ll be trading the Lascanian Emperor for?” 
 
    “Why do you think he doesn’t know? If he has a brain, he knows. And if he does, then, as an intelligent person, he’s keeping quiet about his guess. No matter how strong he is, he won’t be able to hide if His Imperial Majesty sends the great heroes after him.” 
 
    That was fair enough. Ignorance was bliss, after all. 
 
    “One more thing, Hadjar... I want to talk about our relationship.” Rekka looked up from the parchment. “We parted ways under… not the most pleasant of circumstances… I personally don’t like you, and you definitely don’t like me, but... now we’re working together for the sake of our homeland. So, I’m asking you to trust me, and I, in turn, promise not to question any of your actions or decisions.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting an alliance?” 
 
    “A temporary one,” Rekka nodded. “When we get back to the capital, we’ll resume plotting each other’s demise.” 
 
    “What! I haven’t been plotting anything against you!” 
 
    Rekka cleared her throat, turned away, and then held out her hand to him. He cursed, but still gripped her forearm. It was strange… he was making an alliance with a human, but it felt like he was shaking hands with a snake. 
 
    “That’s settled, then.” Rekka rolled up the parchment and put it back in her spatial artifact. “I won’t bother the two of you… I see you have some things to discuss.” 
 
    Rekka wasn’t stupid… She left Annette and Hadjar alone and went over to Raven’s Wing, who was standing on the icy bank of the stream. Despite everything they’d just agreed to, Hadjar still felt like something was wrong… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1058 
 
      
 
   “W hy did you seek my company, North Wind?” Annette asked in the language of the Karnak jungle. She was blowing into her tin cup, from which curling clouds of fragrant steam were rising into the air. 
 
    “I need your help,” Hadjar said honestly. 
 
    “Help?” Her voice was full of surprise, which gradually turned into bewilderment mixed with irritation. “You didn’t need my help to sleep with the Princess.” 
 
    “By the High Heavens,” Hadjar sighed. “I didn’t sleep with her.” 
 
    “The whole stone camp thinks you did.” 
 
    By stone camp, she meant Dahanatan. The Karnak language simply didn’t have a word for ‘city’. 
 
    “Annette,” Hadjar cut his palm and made an oath. When the wound healed, he asked, “Is that enough proof for you?” 
 
    “People say that you were drunk,” she shrugged, “So, you might think you didn’t sleep with her, but the reality is quite different.” 
 
    “What’s the difference between me being sure I didn’t sleep with her, and the reality of the situation, which is that I didn’t sleep with her?” 
 
    Annette took a deep breath, but she couldn’t come up with an answer. She didn’t have much experience with talking about such matters in a roundabout way, as she was still very young, while Hadjar had lots of practice. 
 
    “What do you need, North Wind?” Annette asked after a while. 
 
    Hadjar was grateful for the fact that she was speaking in her native language. He didn’t want anyone else to be aware of his mastery over the Word. 
 
    “It’ll be easier to just show you,” he said. 
 
    After that, he listened. 
 
    He heard the sound of snowflakes in the wind. Miniature ice crystals collided with each other. It was a letter from the Wind’s Name. 
 
    Hadjar heard the cultivators’ hot breaths forming steam. They swirled in the sky along with the beating of their hearts and the heat of their souls. This was another letter of the Name. 
 
    The clouds floating across the sky, the flight of a bird, the almost icy spray over the stream, its murmuring, the neighing of horses, and the clatter of their hooves on the ice… These were all letters that made up the Name. Sometimes, these letters changed even before Hadjar heard them. They merged into a single whole, or divided into hundreds and thousands of fragments, and then turned into the Word. The Word he now said. 
 
    And as soon as he did so, the magic Word became the Wind, the Wind became his power, that power became the clay, and his will became the potter’s hands. Hadjar wanted to turn the breeze flowing over Annette’s cup into the silhouette of a dancer, and the Wind’s Name did all the work. 
 
    There was no energy involved. Not even a tiny fraction of the World River was disturbed. And not a single one of the powerful cultivators standing nearby could sense what Hadjar had done. 
 
    Annette opened her eyes wide in amazement, and then looked at Hadjar. 
 
    “Did you do that yourself, or by using the Spirit thing?” She whispered. 
 
    This was how artifacts were referred to in Karnak. Sometimes, the World River and nature itself created artifacts. In extremely rare cases, these artifacts held significant power. When they did, no artifact that came out of a workshop could match their might. 
 
    “I did it myself,” Hadjar replied. 
 
    “Swear it, North Wind! Swear it immediately!” 
 
    Hadjar, not understanding why Annette was so surprised and frightened, ran his dagger across his palm for a second time. Soon, the wound flashed gold and healed. 
 
    “Your mouth speaks the truth,” Annette whispered. “By the Eternal Springs... By the great ancestors… By the Mountain of Elements… I’ve only heard about this in stories. I never thought I’d get to see it with my own eyes…” 
 
    “Annette, please... explain it to me.” 
 
    She nodded, and then ran her hand over the snow. Soon, five water spheres were swirling above her fingers. 
 
    “In total, there are five forms of elemental usage.” 
 
    “I know that-” 
 
    Annette’s blue eyes flashed menacingly. Hadjar immediately fell silent. 
 
    “Submission, Unity, Embodiment, Form, and Element,” Annette continued. “By subduing the element, you can perform the crudest and simplest actions. Then comes Unity — the second stage of using the element.” 
 
    The five spheres of water spread out over Annette’s palm and sank into it, leaving behind a shimmering layer atop it. 
 
    “The third is the Embodiment.” Annette ran her hand over the snow, and it was soon covered in a membrane of water that extended a hundred feet in every direction. Without touching the snow, it froze in the air. She did all of this without using energy. None of the cultivators noticed what was happening. It was both exciting and unnerving. 
 
    “The fourth and fifth forms are so complex that they are still completely inaccessible to me. It will take me too long to get ready to use them. Right now, we don’t have that much time.” 
 
    “But,” Annette said, “Our mothers’ fairytales spoke about a wandering wizard with colorful eyes. They say that he went further and, being only a half-mortal, was able to master the magic of the immortal descendants of the Spirit Danu. He mastered their art, creating the sixth form.” 
 
    “The sixth form?” Hadjar asked, and then he caught on. “Wait, are you talking about the goddess Danu? About the Fae people? About faerie magic?” 
 
    Annette shook her head, then poured her concoction into the snow, covered the puddle, and wrapped her furs tightly around herself again. 
 
    “I can’t help you, North Wind. And I would advise you to never use what you’ve learned.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She turned to Hadjar. Their eyes met. Annette was a brave girl, a necromancer who had experienced things that could turn even a seasoned cultivator’s hair gray. And yet, there was genuine fear in her eyes. 
 
    “The people of the Spirit Danu will surely hear you... Just as they heard that wizard. They’ll come to take back what belongs to them... No one but the Danu tribe has the right to call upon this art... Beware, North Wind. They’ll come to kill you.” 
 
    Hadjar released the Wind’s Name, and then swore viciously. He didn’t want another showdown with the Fae. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1059 
 
      
 
   A fter the break, the squad rode on for another three days. This time, they didn’t push their horses, so they didn’t have to stop for another long rest. The only person in the group who even needed a break was Annette. Not being a cultivator in the usual sense, she endured the cold with the help of her magic and the many fur coats she was wrapped up in. Unlike the rest of them, she needed sleep, food, and water, which she had plenty of here. The entire borderlands between Lascan and Darnassus were covered in such a thick layer of snow that Raven’s Wing, riding in the front, had to use his will and energy to clear the snow off the road. 
 
    “Fucking bastards!” Tom murmured, taking another sip from his bottle. Hadjar was beginning to think that the former aristocrat had found an inexhaustible source of alcohol and then placed it inside his spatial artifact. He was drinking without ever sobering up at this point. His binge drinking had outdone even one of Orune’s famous benders. “Couldn’t they have sold us a sleigh?” 
 
    “What?” Rekka asked, coming out of her meditation. 
 
    “A sleigh,” Tom repeated. “The thing without wheels.” 
 
    “I see,” She answered. 
 
    Hadjar was surprised to see how calmly the two of them had just talked. Rekka, after apparently realizing this as well, added:                                
 
    “You should have talked to them then, you Rootless drunk,” she spat, and went back inside the coach. 
 
    “Bitch!” 
 
    Hadjar tried to distract him so he would stop yelling and cussing. Even now, the old rivalry between the Geran and the Predatory Blades clan was affecting the two outcasts. 
 
    Tom wasn’t a Dinos anymore. Ripping off his clan crest wasn’t just a dramatic gesture, but an ancient and profound magic akin to taking a blood oath. Its laws were barely understood by anyone other than the Immortals and their ilk. 
 
    As for Rekka, Hadjar had never seen her visit the Geran district or heard her mention them. Considering that she bore the last name of the main family of her clan, that was quite telling. Moreover, the Divine level twin swords that hung from her belt were cursed artifacts that gradually drained her life force and energy. 
 
    After they’d sort of completed the Karnak mission, she’d looked like the dead that Derek of the Steppe had raised, may his forefathers be merciful to him. After spending some time in the capital, she was once again the picture of vitality and health. But the blades had already begun to gradually erode her energy structure once again. As a Lord, Hadjar could sense this much better than he could before. 
 
    “Have you considered my words, North Wind?” Annette suddenly asked in her native language as she got out of the stagecoach. Wearing several fur coats, she sat down in the front. Wedged between Tom and Hadjar, she held a tin cup full of fragrant brew with her trembling hands. 
 
    “I have,” Hadjar replied. He kept his eye on Raven’s Wing, since he also knew the language of the tribes. 
 
    “What have you decided?” 
 
    Hadjar turned to her. He remembered the fear in her eyes when she’d first seen his Word magic. 
 
    “What is the difference between my magic and the one you use when you speak to those who have already gone to the Eternal Springs?” Hadjar asked, referring to her necromancy. 
 
    Annette looked away and took a sip. 
 
    “There isn’t any.” 
 
    “And yet, you aren’t afraid of the people of the Spirit Danu.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she nodded. “But the people of the Spirit Danu don’t speak to the dead. Those who die with the light of the Spirit Danu within them go further than our dead do. They can’t be called or reached. Therefore, the Danu people don’t know the Word of the Dead. Only their female leaders, the two old souls of darkness and light, cold and heat, know these Words.” 
 
    “Queen Mab and Queen Titania,” Hadjar whispered. “The rulers of the Winter and Summer Courts.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m not afraid of them coming after me. But you... you speak to the Wind. And you don’t speak like the Talesh once did.” 
 
    The Talesh, or mages, had been the ones who’d built the flying city and left behind the Library that Hadjar and Einen had destroyed. Or Sunshine Sankesh had destroyed it, whatever. 
 
    “You sound like the Danu people,” Annette shivered. “You sound like you’re talking to a brother... a friend... to yourself even… It’s scary, North Wind… Even your name sounds scary to me now.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Annette. She wasn’t shaking from the cold, as he’d assumed, but from fear. It was an eerie, primal fear that the first hunters, armed only with sticks and stones, had experienced when confronted with dangerous predators. 
 
    “Why are you so afraid of them?” 
 
    Annette turned and gave him a stern, warning look. 
 
    “You don’t know the stories I heard from our mothers,” Annette turned away. “The Danu tribes may seem beautiful, but inside,” she thumped her fist against her chest, “they aren’t like us. Not like those born from Nature. They’re... different. Our good and bad aren’t their good and bad. They can’t be understood. You can only love or hate them. Our mothers used to say: ‘It’s better to hate them than it is to love them.’” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because your love for the Danu people will lead you to suffering and pain, but your hatred will only lead you to death.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed. 
 
    Too many Fae had meddled in his life lately. He still remembered Karein’s parting words, uttered just before he’d thrown Hadjar out of the Fae Lands. Moreover, Hadjar was wearing armor made by Queen Mab. So, perhaps he shouldn’t fear the Winter Court, but the Summer Court… 
 
    “Sorry, Annette,” Hadjar shook his head and tightened his grip on the reins. “I need power... and the Name grants it to me. I really feel like it’s a part of me… It isn’t something I can just give up.” 
 
    “Then prepare yourself, North Wind, to experience the kind of suffering you can’t even imagine. The Danu tribe will do anything to destroy you.” With these parting words, she went back inside the coach. 
 
    Hadjar looked up at the sky. It was gloomy, heavy, as if carved out of white marble. He needed advice. And who might be able to answer his questions? Hadjar fell into a deep meditation. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1060 
 
      
 
   A  wind was blowing, making the sea of tall grass sway, playing with the clouds that floated across the clear blue sky. Hadjar walked through the emerald sea in his soul world. His hand brushing against the grass, he moved toward a low hill that stood in the middle of a vast valley. The Quetzal bird met him with a screech and a flap of its wings. He smiled and scratched it under its beak. The warm, soft feathers caressed his rough and calloused hand. 
 
    “You’re growing,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The Quetzal bird purred and lightly bit Hadjar’s hand. It had once been able to fit in the palm of his hand, looking like a small, defenseless bird. These days, it was the size of an eagle, and its tail was already more than three feet long. 
 
    To the right of the tree was a stone where Hadjar’s Master, the dragon Traves, had once sat. He’d been one of the last survivors of the first Dragon Emperor’s tribe, both a hero and a villain of the Dragon Lands, someone who’d been revered and feared in equal measure. Back then, many eons ago, his power had been great. But after hundreds of thousands of years of imprisonment, he could’ve hardly shaken the world as much as he had back then. However, the respect and reverence that Hadjar still felt for him were a result of his deep gratitude to his ancestor, not any fear of his might or what he’d once been. 
 
    “Hello, my disciple.” 
 
    A figure that was sitting on the grass, leaning against the stone, and was wearing a ragged, black cloak said. The wind ruffled the cloak, making it look like a tattered raven’s wing. The hood was pulled low, hiding the aging, wrinkled face of a former warrior who was now a wanderer. His white hair fluttered behind him in the wind. The current Black General didn’t look like the shard of the Enemy’s soul that Hadjar had first met inside his own soul. 
 
    “I already told you that I’m not your disciple,” Hadjar corrected him calmly. 
 
    This was a kind of ritualistic greeting between them at this point. 
 
    “You came here for advice and answers, so what does that make you, if not my disciple?” 
 
    If he’d said that ten years ago, Hadjar would’ve cursed him and left to find someone else to answer his questions. But the older he grew, the more miles he left behind him, and the more blood he spilled, the stronger and wiser Hadjar became. He didn’t leave. He just sat down, crossing his legs and resting his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “Do you know why I’m here?” 
 
    The first Darkhan didn’t answer right away. He seemed more interested in watching the clouds than in talking to Hadjar. Well, what lion would be eager to communicate with an antelope that it was planning to eat eventually? 
 
    “I don’t watch your life as much as you think I do.” 
 
    “But do you know?” 
 
    “I do.” He was still looking up at the sky. “When you heard the Wind, this world changed. It was hard not to notice.” 
 
    “Changed?” Hadjar looked around. Everything was exactly the same as it had always been. “I don’t see any changes.” 
 
    “The soul always changes imperceptibly.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed a little wearily. He’d thought he might finally be spared the endless philosophizing since Einen had stayed behind in Dahanatan to help out Dora, but apparently not… 
 
    “The answer you’re looking for is more complicated than you can imagine.” 
 
    “I haven’t even asked my question yet.” 
 
    The Black General looked at Hadjar. He had the same clear, blue eyes. 
 
    “You’re a warrior, my disciple. You have the soul and heart of a warrior. Every warrior wants to know how to grow stronger. You learned the Name of the Wind that comes from the north. And now you want to know how to harness this new power.” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. The Black General was right. 
 
    “To answer your question, I’ll have to take you on a trip with me.” 
 
    “A trip? I’m afraid I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” A slight smile danced across the Black General’s almost gray lips. “It’ll be a trip to the depths of my memories. It’ll only take until dusk in the real world.” 
 
    It was currently only a few hours until nightfall from what Hadjar could recall. Given that Raven’s Wing was there, it was unlikely that anything requiring Hadjar’s direct intervention would happen while he was gone. 
 
    “Before you ask,” the Black General continued, “Today isn’t the day we fight for control over your soul and body.” 
 
    “Fight? I thought you were just going to devour me. It’s very noble of you to suggest it’ll actually be a proper duel.” 
 
    “You’re in my way, disciple, but that doesn’t mean I have to be dishonest with you. We’ll fight. The one who wins will become the owner of this body.” 
 
    Hadjar chuckled, “I’m glad you don’t have the power to break the chains of the elven poison quite yet.” Hadjar nodded toward the bright metal links sticking out from beneath the tattered cloak of the first Darkhan. 
 
    “They can’t hold me back forever, disciple.” The Black General pulled down his cloak and hid the chains from Hadjar’s view. “But that doesn’t matter right now... Are you ready?” 
 
    Was Hadjar willing to go on a trip through the memories of the person who was going to try and destroy his soul and take over his body? Only a complete idiot or a suicidal person would agree to such a thing. After all, for all he knew, the Black General might be able to find a way to escape the shackles of the elven poison and destroy his soul during their trip. Hadjar had no doubt that he’d have the power to do so. On the other hand, Hadjar was never given anything without giving something in return. He always had to pay for everything with his sweat and blood. Therefore, he’d known that he wouldn’t be able to find an easy way to grow stronger. That was just how things were for him. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he declared. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You won’t look for a way back until we’ve finished our trip?” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Three times said. Three times heard,” the Black General intoned suddenly. “The ancient laws have been observed.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar stood in the middle of a vast wasteland. The dusty ground, which his feet had already sunk into, was dead. Not dry, sandy, or cracked, but dead. At first glance, it was clear that nothing would ever grow here again. That there were no worms, beetles, or other soil dwellers in its depths. There were no birds flying over it, no clouds. Even the sky looked... dead. It was absolutely still here. 
 
    “This is my mother,” a voice whispered behind him. 
 
    Hadjar turned around. The Black General, still covered by his cloak, looked down at his feet — a lone figure in the middle of the endless wasteland. 
 
    “We’ll begin our journey here.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1061 
 
      
 
   I n this dead world, Hadjar couldn’t even determine the cardinal directions. He just followed the ancient warrior. 
 
    “How will your mother help me understand the Wind’s Name?” 
 
    “You already know the essence of not only the Name of the Wind, but also of the Wind itself. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to call upon it. Only the one who knows the essence of something can know its Name. And only the one who knows its Name can understand that essence. People forgot this and used their Names more than a milkmaid uses a bucket.” 
 
    Hadjar was surprised by the Enemy’s knowledge of peasant life. He was almost a god... or whatever. 
 
    “You only need to know, my disciple, what your essence is. Only by understanding that will you be able to merge with the Wind’s Name and find your own way.” 
 
    “My way?” For some reason, the word echoed in Hadjar’s soul in a strange manner. It was as if it had another meaning that he had yet to realize. 
 
    “Your way?” The Black General asked suddenly. “Is that how you heard what I just said? Well... it’s better than you not hearing anything at all…” 
 
    “What do you mean? Damn it, I don’t understand!” He felt like he was talking to the Tree of Life again. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means that you are moving in the right direction, my disciple.” The Black General suddenly froze. “We’re here.” 
 
    “Are we?” Hadjar looked around again. They were still standing in the middle of the wasteland. “Where?” 
 
    “We’ve reached my cradle.” 
 
    Suddenly, the roots of a pitch-black, dead tree began to appear from within the earth. Something like the sun appeared in the sky. Apparently, even it didn’t want to illuminate this graveyard of life itself. The sun raced across the sky, and soon the semblance of day was replaced by the semblance of night. The tree grew slowly. Hadjar realized that he was watching days turn into years, years into centuries, centuries into millennia, and millennia into epochs. 
 
    “You-” 
 
    “I came into this world before those who called themselves gods did,” The Black General interrupted him. He crouched down and touched the ground with his palm. “Do you remember when your mother taught you how to play the Ron’Jah?” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    The Black General smiled a sad and lonely smile. 
 
    “I’ve lived within you, my disciple, from the moment you took your first breath.” 
 
    “My first breath?” Hadjar recoiled. He tried to summon the Blue Blade, but couldn’t. 
 
    “You promised not to run away, disciple. Three times said. Three times heard. Until this journey is over, we are both no more than prisoners of my memory.” 
 
    “You said ‘my first breath…’ That means…” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful world,” Darkhan whispered. “I liked the city you lived in. Its granite shores and cold sea air.” 
 
    “You know about Earth? But how... How is that even possible? You can’t... can’t possibly know about it! I only appeared in this world after I died in that one… You’re part of this world! How…” 
 
    Thoughts raced through his mind. One guess after another. But all of them, after slamming into the wall that was the sheer impossibility of this fact, broke into pieces, leaving behind only a sensation of plunging into an abyss and a dull headache. Hadjar suddenly remembered that Helmer had replied to him in Russian… Which he couldn’t have possibly known, and yet, he still had. 
 
    “The answer is right before your eyes, my disciple.” The Black General straightened up and stood under the withered branches of the dead tree. “You just don’t want to see it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand… I don’t understand…” 
 
    “Six Moments to Live,” the Black General continued, ignoring Hadjar, who was now crouching, almost gasping, and holding his head. What, by all the demons, was going on here? What was all of this supposed to mean! “I loved that song... The six ancient gods, the true gods, gave their lives to create all things. Time, darkness, light, life, space, and truth. The six gods…” The Black General ran his hand along the trunk of the tree. “My mother… Her name was Gaia…” 
 
    “Gaia?” Hadjar clutched desperately at something familiar during his descent into madness, recognizing this name he’d already heard… back on Earth. It was the name of the goddess of… 
 
    “The ground you’re standing on is all that’s left of my mother,” the Black General replied. “Gaia? Is that how you heard her name? You really are going the right way…” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Hadjar repeated, “I don’t understand anything.” 
 
    His head ached. The world around him began to ripple and split at the seams. 
 
    “Hold on, disciple. You’re trying to comprehend something that even many Immortals can’t fathom.” The Black General’s whisper seemed to come from somewhere far away. “My mother and five other gods created this world. They gave it a Name, disciple. However, it was so complex and heavy that it absorbed their essence. But the Name of the world couldn’t contain the essence of the six gods, and so it burst apart. The explosion scattered its fragments, and created everything visible and invisible that now surrounds you. Including the Wind…” 
 
    “The Wind...” Hadjar repeated. “Is the Name of the Wind a part of this world’s Name?” 
 
    “Like any other,” the Black General nodded. “The fragments of those Names, their reflections, still shine at the bottom of the River that caresses the borders of the world.” 
 
    The World River and the myriads of Spirits within it appeared before Hadjar’s inner eye. Then another wave of pain made him clench his teeth until his gums bled. He couldn’t physically comprehend everything that the Black General was telling him. 
 
    “You’re on the right path, my disciple. What you’re looking for... You’ll find beyond the True Kingdom, in the Name of the Wind. Complete the journey, so that we can fight on equal terms.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was once again standing in the ocean of emerald grass. The Black General was still sitting with his back against the stone, watching the clouds drifting across the azure sky. 
 
    “You got the answer to your question, my disciple,” he whispered. “Now go.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Go, before those two reptiles kill the body I’ll acquire one day.” 
 
    “Two reptiles?” 
 
    Hadjar disappeared, leaving the Black General alone. The warrior, as he watched the clouds, raised his hands. Several broken links of iridescent metal chains hung from his wrist. 
 
    “Where’s the honor, my disciple, in fighting someone weaker than you?” 
 
    His bright blue eyes flashed with such an intense fire that its light filled the entire boundless world. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar woke up from his deep meditation. It was nighttime already. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Their stagecoach had gone off the road, but they hadn’t set up camp. Tom, Rekka, Raven’s Wing, Annette, and the horses were all frozen in place. They almost couldn’t breathe. Hadjar spotted two figures. He even recognized one of them. It was Chin’Ameh, the dragon wizard, the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1062 
 
      
 
   “W ise Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar bowed, and then saluted in the manner of the Dragon Lands. “I’m pleased to welcome you and your companion.” He got down from the coach and pushed the edge of his blue robes away from his scabbard with a jerk of his hand. 
 
    “Young Hadjar,” the dragon wizard nodded. “You’ve matured since we last met… Let me introduce you to my companion: This is Minister Ju. He’s in charge of internal and external affairs.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the other dragon. There was no doubt that he was also a Lord of the Heavens. Not because of the horns that cut through his black and gray hair, which was currently in a tight bun. Not because of his snakelike pupils in the middle of his blood-red irises. Even if the great swordsman Orune hadn’t taught him how to use the Gaze, he would’ve still identified the dragon easily enough. After becoming a Lord, harnessing his will, and learning the Name of the Wind, Hadjar often noticed that he was looking at the world around him differently. In Chin’Ameh and in Ju, he sensed the presence of the Wind in an amount that a human couldn’t possess. And yet, they didn’t look like birds. 
 
    “So, this is him…” Minister Ju walked calmly through the snow with his hands behind his back. His feet left no trace behind. The sleeves of his robes that trailed behind him seemed to float above the snow. The Minister’s entire appearance showed off his wealth. Starting with the tips of his nails and ending with the ends of his hair. His emerald robes shimmered like the scales of a rare fish, and he smelled like scents that made Hadjar’s head spin. 
 
    Coming close to Hadjar, who was a full head taller than him, he raised his hand and ran a long nail-claw across his cheek. Before the cultivator could react or draw his blade, Ju turned and walked back. He licked a drop of blood from the tip of his fingernail with his long, serpent-like tongue. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” he said. “The dragon seed is stronger in you than in any bastard… The blood is pure.... The taste is pleasant and sweet. Not like the bitter stuff that runs through the veins of the seed’s other descendants.” 
 
    Suddenly, Ju froze, then turned abruptly and looked at Hadjar in surprise. 
 
    “The hero Traves gave you his heart?” Ju’s voice was filled with shock, followed by denial, admiration, contempt, and even a slight note of fear. 
 
    Hadjar and Chin’Ameh looked at each other. He remembered how the dragon wizard had warned him about Minister Ju a year ago. It seemed like nothing good could come of this situation. 
 
    “You’ll come with me, you strange little human,” the minister said authoritatively. 
 
    He held out his hand toward Hadjar. There was no energy, no Technique, nothing but pure, insanely powerful will. Hadjar saw a ghostly claw forming in the air, and it was as distinct as a Heaven level Technique. 
 
    Hadjar drew his blade and unleashed the True Blue Wind Sword Kingdom. As he did so, everything within a radius of one mile became his power, his possession, his land. He was the undisputed Master of his land. Every twig, every rock, every ravine was his sword and shield. 
 
    It is said that a True Kingdom doubled its wielder’s power. A True Kingdom derived from combining two different True Kingdoms tripled Hadjar’s power. 
 
    Streams of blue wind swirled around Hadjar. Like eager cats, they brushed up against his clothes and hands. As they merged into his sword, becoming a part of it, they filled the wings of the Quetzal bird with a potent wind. With a scream, it soared up the black-and-blue blade. The pattern engraved on the sword began to undulate. 
 
    Hadjar’s movements were fast. So fast, in fact, that the mere flick of his wrist sent echoes of bluish lightning into the snow. 
 
    He swung his blade through the air. Its tip was followed by a small, whitish spark. It left a barely visible cut in the air. From it, a stream of violent, blue cutting wind rushed toward the Minister’s ghostly hand. The wind contained Sword mysteries so dense and deep that the streams of the World River trembled. 
 
    For the first time ever, Hadjar used his True Kingdom. He understood now why the power of Orune, Taniged the Cloudy, Morgan, the rector, and the other wielders of True Kingdoms had seemed so beyond him before. Because it had been. 
 
    It had indeed been beyond the comprehension of the Hadjar from back then. But this time, he saw things differently. A stream of wind formed into a dragon-sword and sliced through Minister Ju’s will, then charged toward his chest. 
 
    The Minister, who had lived for so many years that the Darnassus Empire seemed like a very young country to him, was surprised for the first time in a long while. A human could break his will while still being only a Lord. Not even the fact he had a dragon heart could explain this. And what surprised him even more was the fact that the attack that had cut through his will didn’t disappear, but instead, without losing even a fifth of its power, kept coming for him. 
 
    “Not bad, boy, not bad,” Ju nodded. 
 
    He was still holding his hand out in front of him. He unclenched his fist and met one of Hadjar’s strongest attacks with an open palm. The Blue Wind sword slashed at it, then swirled as it became a huge tornado. Reaching up toward the sky, it lifted tons of snow into the air, forming an almost beautiful, glimmering storm. 
 
    When the storm finally subsided, Minister Ju simply dusted off the snow that was already melting on his palm. That was the only remnant of Hadjar’s attack. 
 
    “Was that your best shot, boy?” The Minister asked him mockingly. “I’ll give you another try.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Don’t think this is some kind of handout or trap,” Ju spread his arms out and even smiled, revealing two rows of fangs encrusted with precious metals. It looked creepy. “It won’t hurt your honor in any way. On the contrary, if you can surprise me, I’ll spare these… two-legs.” 
 
    Hadjar had no doubt that Ju wasn’t threatening him or the others, but merely stating a fact. He really would kill the entire squad. Hadjar wasn’t going to give him a single soul. Not because he had any affection for Raven’s Wing or Rekka Geran. Just... because… They were human, and Ju was a dragon. What warrior would stand by and watch as another human, someone they were connected to by the bonds of a temporary union, was devoured by some random beast? 
 
    Hadjar shot a quick glance at Chin’Ameh. He saw understanding in the wizard’s eyes. He knew that Hadjar had a dragon heart. But first and foremost, he was still a human. 
 
    “Don’t look at that wizard, boy. He isn’t going to help you today.” Ju waved impatiently with the hand that had stopped Hadjar’s True Kingdom, will, mysteries, and Spirit. Almost all of his power… Almost. 
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 Chapter 1063 
 
      
 
   “C ome on,” Ju repeated. “Surprise me, boy. Show me what the bastard son of the Dark Storm tribe can do. Even if it seems like that bastard was actually Traves.” 
 
    Hadjar tightened his grip on his sword. Traves was his Master. The person who had given everything he’d had to Hadjar. The man who’d almost sacrificed his afterlife for him. No one, be they a dragon or a human, a minister of the Dragon Lands, their Emperor, not even a god or a demon, could insult his Master. 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t know?” the Minister laughed. “Then wait a second… Let me tell you all about it.” 
 
    “Ju, you-” 
 
    “Shut up!” The Minister snapped, and Chin’Ameh, oddly enough, was instantly silenced. “The Empire will have a private conversation with you later, you dirty traitor. By the High Heavens, the torments that you’ll go through will make even the Prince of Demons cry.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh seemed completely crushed by these words. Was Ju truly powerful or influential enough to make the wizard cower like a whipped dog? Hadjar could sense that their power was approximately equal. Could he blackmail Chin’Ameh? No, that wasn’t it… 
 
    “Believe me, boy,” the dragon’s fingernails, decorated with precious magic metal, glittered. “You don’t have the time to think about this for too long. But since fate has brought us together, I’ll tell you about your ancestor. Who did you think Traves was? A descendant of the first Emperor and ‘true’ heir to the throne of the White Dragon Region?” 
 
    Hadjar really had thought so. Apparently, Ju saw this in his expression, because he started laughing hysterically, holding his stomach. 
 
    “Traves was a great warrior,” he finally said breathlessly. “But more than that, he was a great shepherd. Like all his ancestors on his maternal side.” 
 
    “On his mother’s side?” 
 
    A dreadful hunch shot through Hadjar’s mind. 
 
    “I see you’ve already figured it out,” Ju nodded. “Yes, boy, any Imperial family, as soon as it becomes one… The first thing it does is ensure that the ruler has only one heir. It doesn’t matter whether they’re male or female, only that there’s one of them. It doesn’t matter if it’s humans, dragons, phoenixes, island trolls, elves, or dwarves… All the regions and Empires follow that same principle.” 
 
    Akena and the crown Prince. Letitia Karein… There were rumors that the Emperor was interested in blood research. Not to mention the rumors that claimed that Letitia wasn’t who she wanted to pretend to be. 
 
    “But sometimes, an Emperor doesn’t meet the one he was destined to be with,” Minister Ju continued. “Only the one that was granted to him by the Book of Thousands... By a sort of altered fate, if you will.” 
 
    “They usually don’t meet their true companions on the path of cultivation,” Hadjar whispered. Using an Earth term, this meant Emperors rarely met their soul mates. Instead, the meddling of the gods forced them to settle for women they couldn’t truly love, not in the way they should and wanted to. 
 
    “That’s right,” Ju nodded. “They rarely find their true, fated love. Such real love, such genuine monogamy, if we’re talking about... dragons, is extremely rare. It’s even rarer when it comes to the Emperors — the strongest and therefore the loneliest of creatures. But still, sometimes, the High Heavens are merciful.” 
 
    Hadjar finally understood why Akena had tried to leave the Forbidden City by hook or by crook, why she hated Rekka Geran, and where Rekka had gotten her Divine level artifacts. Where else could they have come from, if not from the blacksmiths, the Eternal Mountain clan? And what clan had the Emperor’s wife come from? What clan was the Head of the guard corps from? The Eternal Mountain clan. The Emperor’s wife wasn’t Akena’s mother. She wasn’t the one who truly had Morgan’s heart. And the beautiful Akena was an eternal reminder of this. 
 
    “Now you see the whole picture, boy,” Ju continued. “Traves is the son of a simple member of the Springseed clan. The son of a peasant woman. She worked in the garden of the first Emperor. A simpleton. Ugly and stupid. A nasty stain on the canvas of our glorious history. But alas…” 
 
    Hadjar missed what the dragon said next. Instead, he heard a roar full of such terrible rage that he didn’t understand how it hadn’t shaken anyone but him. Moreover, he didn’t understand how he himself hadn’t already disappeared, hadn’t been crushed, burned, and destroyed by such pure, bestial anger. Why wasn’t the vast sky burning? Why wasn’t the universe burning? How was the earth still solid beneath him? He couldn’t hear Minister Ju… Hadjar could hardly breathe… He couldn’t move. Because if he could have, he would’ve fallen to the ground by now and, clutching his chest, would’ve tried to survive. Perhaps he would’ve torn his chest open with his own fingers to pry out that thorn of savage rage. Sadly, this was a kind of pain that he’d felt before. It was the pain of powerlessness. 
 
    “We were supposed to meet later, my descendant.” 
 
    A huge warrior was walking across the snow toward Hadjar. Seven feet tall, with a heavy sword in his hands, wearing broken armor, covered in scars and blood. He had a crown on his head and infinite wisdom in his eyes. He also had two horns jutting out of his head — one was whole, and the other was broken. This was the first Dragon Emperor. He was walking toward Hadjar, and his feet left no footprints in the snow. Not because he wielded the same magic as Minister Ju, but because he wasn’t even a Shadow, only a fragment of consciousness trapped inside Hadjar. And now only Hadjar could see him. 
 
    “We were supposed to meet when you saw the way through the stars.” His voice was brimming with the fire of a primal, unyielding rage. The one that had urged the first beasts to attack the Seventh Heaven. The one that had given rise to the Black General’s fame as the greatest swordsman of all time, back when he’d stained his dark blade with the blood of millions of monsters. “I wanted to walk you through it. To show you how great our ancestor, who left this wisdom behind, truly was. But fate always interferes with our plans.” 
 
    Ju was still saying something, but Hadjar could only hear the rumble of the first Emperor’s words. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll doom the White Dragon Region to certain death with this, but...” The great warrior, the first Dragon Emperor, stood in front of Hadjar. “There are things, young warrior, that are more important than a country, an empire, a region... even a whole world. There are things which you will one day be ready to destroy this world for. One day, you will find out what is worth more to you than the lives of all who walk beneath the High Heavens.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at him. He was steadfast and enormous, powerful and wise. As a ruler should be. Like a huge rock that could protect those who hid under it. 
 
    “I won’t teach you how to walk amongst the stars, but I’ll teach you how to spread your wings.” The Emperor placed his right hand on Hadjar’s chest, and the left one on his forehead. “I’ll show you the High Heavens the way a young dragon sees them for the first time. I’ll show you the White Dragon’s Inheritance. I’ll show you what the wind means to us. For calm is death to the inhabitants of the sky. And the wind is life.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1064 
 
      
 
   H adjar spread his arms... or his mighty wings? They carried him through the clouds, and toward the shimmering, golden dawn in the distance. It spread like liquid metal across the vast sky surrounding Hadjar. 
 
    Down there was the ground, with its wide, shining rivers, forests full of life, and the noise of the coming spring, snow-capped mountains, seas, and oceans. Cities turned into glimpsed mirages. As beautiful and majestic as they were, they paled in comparison to what lay ahead. 
 
    His wings flapped, sometimes just gliding along on the wind currents, which happily carried Hadjar farther away. No matter how the world changed around him, one thing remained the same — the boundless sky that embraced the whole world. 
 
    The dawn was blazing on the horizon. Hadjar knew that as long as his wings and the wind were strong, he could reach it. Not just this dawn, but the one that would come after it as well… Forever. 
 
    The whole sky was his. And he was free while the Wind blew. The Wind that had become his wings, his breath, his life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes. The first Dragon Emperor had disappeared. The fragment of his mind had fulfilled its destiny, even it hadn’t been the one he’d originally planned for it. But what kind of worthless scum would the ancient warrior have been if he hadn’t acted to protect the honor of the one person who’d been more important to him than the whole world? What would’ve been the point of his whole life if he hadn’t done at least that much? 
 
    “...that’s it, boy,” Minister Ju finished talking. “Now go ahead. Surprise me.” 
 
    He waved his hand imperiously again. 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes and sank into silence, one in which he heard the crunch of snow beneath the paws of a hare jumping in the forest, the rustle of snowflakes covering the crowns of the trees. He heard his heart beating… 
 
    Then he listened more deeply. The sounds changed. Hadjar heard Elaine laugh, cradling a baby boy who had clear green eyes and straight black hair. Just like his mother. His name was Elias. A good name. 
 
    Hadjar heard his brother’s voice. Einen Kesalia was discussing something with his fiancée. They were going to get married the day after the birth of their child. 
 
    Hadjar heard the neighing of a horse carrying a girl with the same hair and eyes as his mother across the vast expanse. The wind was there. It heard it all, able to tell Hadjar about many other things as well. 
 
    It could take Hadjar to unknown places. Then call for him. It could go to the ends of the world and beyond. And how far Hadjar could follow it would depend solely on him and the strength of his wings. 
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes. The Name of the Wind was swirling nearby. It was so very close, so close that he could touch it… But Hadjar didn’t do that. He had no wings. Everything he owned was in his hands — his sword. So, he couldn’t let it become wings. He didn’t touch the Name of the Wind. Instead, he inhaled it. He let it become his breath, his life. After all, in it, he could hear his heart pounding. But not his current one. Instead, he heard the heart of the boy who had run around the garden of the Palace of Lidus and driven the wild dogs away from his little sister. Hadjar liked this boy better than the man he’d become. 
 
    Hadjar smiled sadly. Just like Orune, Traves, and the Black General sometimes had. 
 
    “Torn Sky,” Hadjar said. 
 
    There was no thunder or storm. The world was suddenly completely silent. As if all the sounds carried by the wind had disappeared. As if the Wind itself had disappeared. “Second stance: Dragon’s Dawn.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Minister Ju suddenly realized that the wind had disappeared around him, as if it had never existed in the first place. If Ju had been in his true form at that moment, he would’ve fallen to the ground like a stone. It was as if the White Dragon’s Inheritance had left him, and he’d lost his wings and turned into a simple lizard, doomed to wander through the dust and dirt for centuries. Ju felt fear for the first time in many thousands of years. And this fear had been instilled in him by a simple human, a mere bug in front of his boundless gaze. 
 
    “Dragon’s Dawn,” the human whispered, and swung his sword. 
 
    Ju reflexively covered his left palm with the scales of his true form. It wasn’t a conscious reaction. At first, nothing happened, and then he felt pain, as if something invisible and incredibly fast had sliced through his palm. There was no beginning or ending to this attack. It just existed. Minister Ju’s eyes widened in surprise as he raised his hand to his face. Sticky, dark red blood ran down its scales. There was a deep cut on it. 
 
    “How is this possible?” He whispered. “How is it possible for a human Lord to step beyond the True Kingdom?” 
 
    Ju looked at the young man lying in the snow. There wasn’t a drop of energy left in him, no vitality. Ju turned and looked behind him. Perhaps only he and Chin’Ameh had sharp enough vision to notice the mountain peak that had been split in half and was now slowly sliding into the abyss twenty miles away. The Technique’s power had been so great that the young man hadn’t been able to control it. Moreover, it had almost destroyed him. But if he’d hit his target… 
 
    “He still has a long way to go before he can use even a tenth of that power,” Ju said. Bending down, he scooped up some snow and wiped his hands clean of his blood. “It’s a pity that he’ll never get a chance to do so. It would be interesting to see what a person of such immense talent could achieve.” Straightening up, he whispered, “The Inheritance is still alive…” 
 
    Approaching the unconscious cultivator, he bent down toward him and enveloped him in his warm breath. It touched Hadjar’s hair and skin, returning a pink hue to it. The young man’s breathing steadied, and his heart calmed. Ju was about to put his hand on Hadjar’s shoulder when a carved staff blocked his path. 
 
    “You aren’t leaving with him, Ju,” Chin’Ameh said softly. 
 
    For the second time that day, the Minister was surprised and amazed to his very core. 
 
    “Do you dare stop me, you pathetic traitor? When the Emperor finds out what you’ve done, he’ll-” 
 
    “He won’t,” Chin’Ameh swung his staff and smashed it against the ground. At the same time, an ocean of magic descended on Minister Ju’s head. 
 
    “Do you want to fight?” Ju snarled. “Come on, then! Eons have passed since the last time I faced a worthy opponent!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1065 
 
      
 
   H adjar barely managed to open his eyes. He felt as if he were walking down a corridor whose walls, ceiling, and floor were made of quicksand. It was only when he was almost sucked into something sticky and warm that he managed to grab hold of a glimmer and saw real light at last. Not for long, though. A shadow soon blocked it. 
 
    “W-wha-what…” Hadjar sat up. 
 
    The sticky, warm stuff he’d been submerged in during his first moments of consciousness was dark red blood. Following the course of its streams, Hadjar saw a whole lake of it, above which the figure that had cast the shadow stood. 
 
    It was Minister Ju. His horns were gone, replaced by two broken bone nubs. His hair, which was charred and had even turned into dead, poisonous asps in places, was scattered across his shoulders… Or his shoulder, to be more specific. Almost the entire left side of Minister Ju’s body was missing. His ribcage, which had been broken in half, barely held in his lungs that had already burst. His innards stretched all the way down to his feet. The Minister looked like the ghastly apparition Hadjar had seen in the Secret Office’s prison. But he was still alive. Sparks of energy and vitality still lingered in his torn energy body. 
 
    Hadjar looked around.  Everything besides their camp looked as if hordes of demons had been fighting there for centuries. Besides the scorched earth, even the landscape itself had completely changed: huge, rocky hills and gorges had appeared, with rivers of molten rock and metals running through them. The streams of the World River looked as if they were right in the center of some horrific anomaly. 
 
    “You….” The Minister suddenly reached out to Hadjar with his broken hand, which was covered in burns and wounds that exposed bone. “You…” 
 
    Blood spurted from his mouth, and without taking another step, he fell face first onto the rocks. There was no snow left as far as Hadjar could see. 
 
    “Sage Chin’Ameh?” Hadjar called out. 
 
    He took an awkward step forward and immediately placed his sword scabbard against the ground to lean on and clutched at his chest. His body ached, but not physically… He looked inside himself and swore. His energy body hadn’t collapsed only because of his enhanced and expanded channels that had been created by the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ meditation Technique. Had that not been the case, using the Name of the Wind in combat would’ve sent Hadjar to his forefathers, and not in the most pleasant way possible, either. 
 
    Throwing liquid energy and liquid blood pills into his mouth, he closed his eyes at the unpleasant sensation of an explosion of energy going off in his stomach. Another wave of pain shot through his mind. Forcibly overgrown channels getting taxed beyond their limit tended to hurt. But Hadjar was used to pain and could tolerate it. 
 
    “Hadjar…” a familiar voice called out. 
 
    He went toward the sound, and almost lost his life again. He found himself on the edge of a deep gorge, at the bottom of which a hot liquid unknown to him was bubbling. The fumes, which had almost been blown away completely by the wind, were still enough to almost burn his lungs. 
 
    “Help,” Chin’Ameh whispered. 
 
    He was almost as wounded as Minister Ju had been — bloodied, covered in rags instead of his elegant clothes, with the right side of his face completely drenched in blood and missing an eye. He was holding out a fragment of his staff to Hadjar. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know why both dragons were in human form, and not in their true forms, but that was the last thing on his mind right now. 
 
    He grabbed the piece of wood that was being held out to him and pulled gently. Fortunately, in human form, Chin’Ameh didn’t weigh all that much. The wizard screamed in pain. 
 
    “Just hold on!” Hadjar pleaded. 
 
    If the dragon wizard released his grip, he would immediately collapse into the molten lava. In his current state, even the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion wouldn’t be able to survive such an accident. Finally, after a dozen tense seconds, Hadjar was able to drag his benefactor to the still hot ground. 
 
    “By the High Heavens!” Hadjar exclaimed after seeing Chin’Ameh up close. 
 
    Chin’Ameh’s wounds were even worse than the Minister’s had been. His energy body, instead of the glowing silhouette of a dragon it should have been, was now just a ghostly outline of a pair of broken threads. 
 
    Not hesitating for even a moment, Hadjar took out all the liquid energy and liquid life pills he had. He didn’t care that each of them was worth a fortune and had been given to him by Emperor Morgan to save the lives of the Prince and Princess. In front of Hadjar lay someone who had apparently saved his life, but was now wounded and dying. 
 
    Chin’Ameh swallowed one pill after another. But, unlike with Hadjar, where they had almost instantly restored his wounded energy body, when it came to Chin’Ameh… What had looked like a broken thread simply turned into a whole thread. His physical wounds had certainly healed after the shockingly huge dose of six pills, but even so, Hadjar realized that for some time... a very long time, in fact, the dragon wouldn’t be able to assume his true form. 
 
    “Take this…” Chin’Ameh handed Hadjar a small bracelet. “T-there’s a p-po-powder of the s-seven sorrows in there.” 
 
    Hadjar accepted the bracelet, sensing that it was a spatial artifact many times more powerful than the simple ones that he owned. 
 
    “What kind of powder is that?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “It will destroy my will… mind… soul… It will erase… my existence…” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The Minister’s… people… will come… here… soon.” 
 
    “Do you want me to destroy his body as well?” 
 
    “No, just mine. He… fought honestly... It would be dishonorable.” 
 
    Hadjar stared at the nearly dead, wounded dragon in silence. Even at death’s door, he had so much honor that he preferred to destroy himself rather than defile a foe who had fought him honorably. 
 
    “We’ll fight them, Sage Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar shook his head. 
 
    He took out one of the crystals left to him by his distant ancestor in the Sukhashim mines from his spatial ring. 
 
    “Wh-what... how…” 
 
    “Be silent, Chin’Ameh, and save your strength. Today is not the day you go back under the White Dragon’s wing. By my Name, I swear it!” 
 
    Hadjar carefully placed the crystal on the wizard’s chest. As soon as the substance came into contact with the wizard’s body, the dragon groaned in pain. That didn’t stop Hadjar. The second thing he took out of his spatial artifact was a drop of blood that Chin’Ameh had left him as a gift. Hadjar put it on the crystal, then drew the Blue Blade and, after cutting the wounded dragon’s chest open, pushed the crystal inside with a sharp blow. Chin’Ameh jerked, screamed, then fell silent. 
 
    “That should work,” Hadjar sighed. 
 
    He wrapped Chin’Ameh as tightly and carefully as he could in the magic healing bandages. Leaving him lying on the ground, he got up and hobbled off in the direction of Minister Ju’s body. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1066 
 
      
 
   H adjar was standing over Minister Ju’s body. Defeated and ravaged, he no longer seemed as powerful and invincible as he had just a few minutes ago. According to his neural network, Hadjar had spent just six and a half minutes unconscious. And that had been enough time for the two dragons to change not only the landscape of the area, but also the very streams of the World River here. 
 
    Hadjar bent down and found a bracelet similar to the one that Chin’Ameh had handed him on the Minister’s wrist. Those rivers of molten metal and rock had clearly been created by these artifacts of incredible power. Who knew what else might be lurking in Ju’s spatial artifact. The bracelet alone was incredibly valuable. Hadjar sensed that the space inside of it was ten times larger than his own artifact’s. 
 
    The first impulse Hadjar had, just like any other cultivator would, was to remove the bracelet and take it for himself. Not to mention all the blood the dragon had lost, as it contained enough mysteries and energy to make it quite an expensive ingredient, but… There was no honor or dignity in doing such a thing. 
 
    Minister Ju hadn’t been defeated by him, but by Chin’Ameh, who’d been ready to give up his own life just to avoid besmirching his foe’s memory. Even if that hadn’t been the case, Hadjar would never become a marauder. The fallen, whoever they were, deserved to go to their forefathers with dignity. After all, only the forefathers, who knew the past, the present, and all possible futures, had the right to truly judge someone. 
 
    Hadjar carefully removed the bracelet from the Minister’s wrist. He took it not for himself, but for Chin’Ameh. If the wizard didn’t need this trophy, he could always return it to the land of Ju’s ancestors and make a gift of it to the fallen warrior. 
 
    Hadjar carefully placed some wood fragments that he’d found in the area around the Minister’s body. It had taken a lot of time and effort, but the path of honor was never easy. On the contrary, it was the most difficult of all paths to walk. 
 
    “May the White Dragon take you under his wing,” Hadjar whispered, lighting a simple funeral pyre. “And may the High Heavens soothe your soul.” 
 
    After that, he returned to Chin’Ameh without looking back. 
 
    Half an hour had passed since Hadjar had plunged the crystal into him. The dragon’s breathing had leveled off, his heart was beating more evenly, and even his energy structure had started healing. The recovery process had truly begun… 
 
    After unwinding the healing bandages, Hadjar swore under his breath. Chin’Ameh’s body was back to normal... except for the right side of his face. It was totally destroyed. The skin had fused. In his empty eye socket, the taut muscles looked disgusting. 
 
    Hadjar wrapped the wizard’s face, channeled energy into the tips of his fingers, and then struck several of his acupuncture points with quick, precise jabs. 
 
    “By the High Heavens!” Chin’Ameh exclaimed, trying to sit up, but his body refused to allow it, and he fell back. He stared at the night sky for a few seconds in silence, then, realizing that he could only see with one eye and couldn’t open the other, he reached for his face. Feeling the bandages, he sighed and closed his single remaining eye. “Minister, you still took a part of me with you…” 
 
    “Sage Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar began, drawing the dragon’s attention to him. “You said that the Minister’s bloodhounds would soon come for his body… I think we should hurry up and-” 
 
    “I only said that,” the wizard interrupted him, “because I thought I wouldn’t be able to see the stars again. Where did you get such a rarity, young Hadjar?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Chin’Ameh, but I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hadjar replied quietly. 
 
    They stared at each other for a while, then the dragon sighed and closed his eye again. 
 
    “I will respect your secret, young Hadjar. I swear that I’ll take it with me to the great ancestor. After all, you saved my life, and now I owe you.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything, Sage,” Hadjar shook his head. “You saved my life, and I saved yours.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh smiled: 
 
    “You’re full of honor, but... also naive, as all youngsters should be. I didn’t save your life, I only acted in my own best interests. Believe me, if Minister Ju had taken you with him, I would’ve suffered a fate far worse than even the seven sorrows powder could grant.” 
 
    These were bold words, but they were completely in line with the martial arts world. Such an ancient and powerful being, no matter what kind of plans he had for Hadjar, wouldn’t have sacrificed his life for him. 
 
    “Then I accept your debt, Sage Chin’Ameh. I’ll carry it with honor until my last breath, taking it with me to my forefathers.” 
 
    “These are the words of an admirable human. You’re right. The bloodhounds will still take a while to get here... How long has it been since the Minister died?” 
 
    “Forty minutes.” 
 
    “Then we still have a couple of hours,” Chin’Ameh nodded. He tried to get up again, but simply couldn’t. “By the High Heavens... The last time I was this weak was after the battle against the Last King.” 
 
    “Did you really fight Erhard?” Hadjar was surprised. 
 
    “It was hardly a battle,” Chin’Ameh said a little sadly. “He killed our brother… Minister Ju’s and mine, I mean. Then he killed my wife and the Emperor’s nephew. It was only after that that we managed to injure him, but we couldn’t kill him... Erhard’s power at the time seemed to be beyond us.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes widened as he listened to the wizard’s story. 
 
    “Erhard killed the Emperor’s nephew and your wife? Wait! Were you and Minister Ju brothers?” 
 
    “We weren’t from the same cave,” Chin’Ameh replied, which meant they weren’t full brothers. “But yes. Unlike humans, the blood of dragons can tolerate internal mixing far more easily. So, all the nobles of the White Dragon Region are related by blood in one way or another.” 
 
    “Which means-” 
 
    Chin’Ameh nodded, “You and I have a similar connection. But it is as illusory as if you had a thousand brothers, and the last of them had three wives, and from each of them, two children were born who also had a thousand children. The last of these children and you would have the same connection we do.” 
 
    Such a comparison made Hadjar laugh. Unable to restrain himself, he vented his emotions and burst out laughing. He was soon joined by Chin’Ameh. And somewhere down there, close by, the red-hot, murderous substance was still bubbling. 
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   “A re you sure this is a good idea, young Hadjar?” Chin’Ameh kept asking. 
 
    Hadjar was adjusting the woolen blankets that he’d used to cover the wounded dragon. He had made a bed for him inside the coach from mattresses and soft sacks, and was now carefully shielding the dragon’s body from the cold winter of the borderlands. It was funny to imagine… A frozen dragon… In his present state, Chin’Ameh was no stronger than a mere mortal. Hadjar had practically pulled him out of the grave. After all, his battle against Minister Ju had been a battle of equals, in which only a small fraction of strength could tip the scales of victory and, consequently, life and death. 
 
    “How long did you say you have until you’re fully recovered?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” Chin’Ameh explained. “After that, I’ll be able to use my spatial artifact and take my healing items out of it.” 
 
    “Alright,” Hadjar nodded. “So, you need to eat, sleep, and have a roof over your head for the next two weeks. I feel like it’s my duty to provide all of this to you, Sage Chin’Ameh.” 
 
    The dragon laughed again, then clutched his side and groaned. 
 
    “Save your strength, Sage Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar urged him worriedly. 
 
    The wizard gave him a strained smile, “Not even my mother fussed over me like you do, young Hadjar.” 
 
    “You saved my life-” 
 
    “I didn’t save you,” Chin’Ameh interrupted him firmly. “I already told you that. You have harnessed the power of the Name of the Wind, young Hadjar. I heard it in the swing of your sword. You must therefore know the value of Words. Remember, don’t take on a debt in the martial arts world if you aren’t asked to do so. That is a very bad omen.” 
 
    “Thank you for your wisdom,” Hadjar bowed slightly. 
 
    “Now tell me, young Hadjar. Did you see him?  Did you see the first Emperor?” 
 
    Hadjar flinched, but didn’t deny it: 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the dragon whispered. “Minister Ju didn’t sense it... He was always straightforward and simple. He couldn’t see any further than his own horns… Raised in poverty, all he wanted was the prosperity of the flesh. We started visiting the Magic Dawn Pavilion together, but he only spent a thousand years there. After that, he went to the warriors. I’m not as powerful with magic as the Immortals, young Hadjar, but I know some of the Words and Name spells.” 
 
    “Name spells?” Hadjar asked with interest. “What are those?” 
 
    “It’s Magic made up of magic Words,” Chin’Ameh explained. “A very powerful art. I only know three of them, and that makes me the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion and the best mage in the White Dragon Region. But... all of that is nothing compared to the true martial arts world, the Land of the Immortals. To become a mere novice in the weakest of the magic-focused sects there, you need to know at least ten such spells. So, young Hadjar, during your journey, focus only on the Land of the Immortals. Any other goal isn’t worth pursuing. Only immortality will lead you to the answers you seek.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He’d always suspected that no matter how many regions there were in this world, they all came down to one thing — reaching the Land of the Immortals. Only there could the true peak of the path of cultivation be found. 
 
    “As for your question,” Chin’Ameh continued, “Even my meager powers are strong enough to sense the rage that arose in you after Minister Ju’s words. It couldn’t have been your own fury. It was too... typical of our kind. Now tell me, what did he show you?” 
 
    “Please elaborate, Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar said. 
 
    “What did the first Emperor show you? Did he show you a way?” 
 
    “Kind of,” Hadjar responded evasively. “He showed me how a dragon rises for the first time at dawn. This-” 
 
    “This allowed you to better understand the magic of the Word,” Chin’Ameh finished for Hadjar. “It’s a simple knowledge taught to the acolytes of the magic pavilions. Still, I don’t think anyone in the seven Empires could teach you that. But it’s strange that the Emperor traded a shard of his consciousness for just that…” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t argue with Chin’Ameh. He understood perfectly well why the first Emperor had acted the way he had. Hadjar himself would’ve done the same. 
 
    “You must have heard Ju call me a traitor,” the dragon said suddenly. 
 
    “I did,” Hadjar agreed. “But I didn’t think much of it.” 
 
    “That’s right, young Hadjar. For Minister Ju, whose wellbeing depends on the Emperor, any attempt to overthrow him and bring justice to all the inhabitants of our homeland is a betrayal. He was a greedy dragon, even though he was a worthy warrior.” 
 
    They were both silent for a while. 
 
    “Now listen to me carefully, young Hadjar.” Chin’Ameh’s gaze became more serious. “You did well to take Minister Ju’s bracelet. I’ll explore it later. Perhaps I can find evidence of his treachery in it, which will one day help me bring back justice to our country.” 
 
    “Of course, Sage, the bracelet is your trophy by right of battle.” 
 
    Hadjar would rather have left the bracelet in the funeral pyre, but it wasn’t his place to judge Chin’Ameh. He himself, for the sake of a higher purpose and the greater good, had stepped on the throat of his honor more than once or twice. 
 
    “Now take mine,” the dragon held out his spatial artifact, “and follow my instructions to the letter.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had been wrong in his assumptions: the inner space of the dragon’s bracelet was not ten, but forty times larger than the artifact on his own finger. 
 
    Hadjar suddenly realized that he was standing in the middle of an exquisite palace hall. Jade pillars supported a ceiling made up of scarlet crystals, and the floor was covered with mosaics comprised of hundreds of glittering gems. The hall was so large that it could’ve held the entire Moon Stream Army. 
 
    Hadjar walked through a huge library with shelves that rose up to the ceiling. There were racks of weapons stretching out for hundreds of feet, pedestals with amazing artifacts on them, cauldrons full of alchemical concoctions, and mountains of various pills. At the end of the hall, in the ornate boxes, there was something Hadjar didn’t recognize. Apparently, that was the currency of the Dragon Lands. 
 
    However, many of the shelves and pedestals were now empty. The battle had clearly cost Chin’Ameh dearly. 
 
    “Living well isn’t against the law,” Hadjar murmured as he took what Chin’Ameh had asked him to bring out, placing the bracelet down on the now freed up pedestal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     “Who’s that?” Tom exclaimed as he woke up. Looking around, he shouted, “Where are we, by all the demons? Is this the abyss?” 
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   “A re you serious? You’re saying that we simply fell asleep, and because you were immune to such magic, you experienced some incredible events?” Rekka had had to move to the front seat. Admittedly, neither Tom nor Hadjar were happy about this. “Then you pulled us all out of an unknown anomaly? An anomaly that never existed in these borderlands before? In addition, along the way, you picked up your old acquaintance from Lidus? What’s his name again?” 
 
    “Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar replied and then nodded. 
 
    The dragon in the coach grunted. Apparently, he’d tried to stifle a laugh, but it hadn’t worked. 
 
    “Do you realize how stupid that sounds?” Rekka screamed at him. 
 
    The familiar, snowy landscape stretched out around them once again. The wasteland went on as far as the eye could see, covered with a cold, white carpet. The only thing that disturbed their pristine view of the snow-white desert of Lascan was the Imperial Road, which snaked through the hills and valleys. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Hadjar shrugged. “But that’s the truth I can tell you. Whether you believe it or not.” 
 
    “Believe it? Of course I don’t! This old man’s energy body is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before! It isn’t even similar to an artifact’s!” 
 
    Hadjar sighed. When Chin’Ameh had allowed Hadjar to open his spatial artifact, he’d ordered him to take a wide variety of items out of there, including several octagons inscribed with magic runes. With the help of his will and pure physical strength, he’d scattered them around the site of the two dragons’ battle. As soon as the artifacts had touched the ground, they’d instantly disappeared into it. Soon after, Hadjar had felt the streams of the World River changing. They’d recovered. They had resumed their normal, calm flow, like nothing had happened. 
 
    Then he’d taken out a wooden eagle. Following Chin’Ameh’s instructions, he had drawn several magic runes on it with a special mixture, into which he’d directed his energy. The eagle had come awake, spread its wings and soared into the sky, where it had then disappeared with a burst of energy. The sky had cleared as a result. 
 
    Apart from these two artifacts, there’d been dozens of others: some powder that had caused the strange lava at the bottom of the gorge to solidify; the seeds of trees that had grown in just a few moments, and with their mighty roots, like a healer’s thread, had pulled the edges of the cracked stone together; some colorful feathers, which had flown everywhere. And many other things. 
 
    All of that, Chin’Ameh had said, would be required to hide their tracks from Minister Ju’s bloodhounds. They hadn’t buried the burned dragon’s ashes, and instead, according to the laws and traditions of the Dragon Lands, they’d scattered them in the wind. 
 
    Only then had the dragon wizard told him what artifact to use to wake up his companions. And, except for Raven’s Wing, all of them were asking Hadjar a lot of questions. 
 
    “Barbarian, you can’t lie to save your life.” Tom leaned back against the coach and sipped from a bottle. “You’d be better off saying: ‘I can’t answer you, my dear friends... But you tried to lie instead. Is that Einen’s influence? I’ve heard that all barbarians are as straightforward and simple as their mountains.” 
 
    “Mountains aren’t simple, Tom,” Chin’Ameh suddenly said. “They are complicated, overly so, and fickle. Behind their apparent calm lies an eternal storm.” 
 
    “Shut up, you geezer!” Tom barked. 
 
    Hadjar’s heart sank down to his stomach. He was already reaching for his sword to save his hot-tempered and stupid companion when Chin’Ameh suddenly laughed. He laughed so hard that he soon had to grab his ribs again. Annette, who had been tasked with taking care of the wounded dragon, caught the old man before he fell on his face, and then helped him sit back up. She tucked pillows under his back and covered his legs with furs and blankets. 
 
    “You have no idea how right you are, boy,” Chin’Ameh said. “I am a geezer. I am really, truly old…” 
 
    Only Raven’s Wing and Hadjar twitched upon hearing those words. The others simply didn’t have enough understanding of the world around them to realize the hidden, deeper meaning behind them. Chin’Ameh was indeed old. But not in the way the Spirit of Kurkhadan, Helmer, or Freya were. His age felt very different to theirs. 
 
    Raven’s Wing caught up to Hadjar and shocked him by talking to him in the dialect that the Black General used when conversing with Hadjar. Although, when he thought about it, it made sense for a fanatic of the Black General’s sect to know this ancient, long-dead language. 
 
    “Who is that, my brother?” He asked. 
 
    “Not again!” Tom and Rekka exclaimed almost in unison, then looked at each other and turned away at the same time. 
 
    Rekka said: 
 
    “At first, you and Einen spoke some gibberish none of us could understand. And now Raven’s Wing is doing it, too! What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Calm down, honorable officer Geran,” the sectarian bowed gallantly. “My business with Hadjar won’t affect the outcome of this campaign in any way. I can vouch for that with my name, reputation, and honor, and if that doesn’t suit you, I’ll even take a blood oath. In the end, you were assigned to this squad to ensure the successful outcome of our mission, and not to listen to the conversations of two old acquaintances.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Hadjar and I have a history that goes way back. I wouldn’t be lying if I said that of all those present here, or of all those who live in Dahanatan, I’ve known Hadjar Darkhan the longest. So, don’t be rude and don’t stick your nose in our conversation.” 
 
    For a moment, the squad fell into an oppressive silence. Only the creaking of the wagon wheels and Chin’Ameh’s chuckles broke it. 
 
    Raven’s Wing was gallant in the way he moved, acted, and spoke. He spoke so politely and courteously that any valet would’ve envied him. There was also a sense of power and authority in his words. Hadjar had never been particularly eloquent, and he’d always admired those who possessed this gift. 
 
    “Please forgive me for my suspicion, honorable Raven’s Wing,” Rekka bowed. 
 
    “Apology accepted,” Raven’s Wing nodded. “Let’s forget our misunderstandings. We still have a long way to go, and we’ll have no other company for the entirety of our trip.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent again. A few minutes later, Hadjar finally responded in the ancient dialect: 
 
    “You aren’t my brother.” 
 
    “You can deny the obvious as much as you like… Now tell me, what is one of the highest-ranking officials of the Ruby Palace doing in our coach?” 
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   “H ow did you know?” Hadjar was truly surprised. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the dragon, but Chin’Ameh didn’t seem to have any idea of what they were talking about. It made sense. After all, as old as the dragon wizard was, compared to the Black General and the times when this language had last been widely used, he was a mere infant... 
 
    “As I said before, Hadjar, our sect is an ancient organization. We are spread out across all forty-nine regions. So, I know what the human form of the dragon that rules the Magic Dawn Pavilion looks like.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing avoided using names, just like Einen. No matter what language you spoke, a name sounded the same in every one of them. 
 
    “He-” 
 
    “Please, Hadjar, don’t think I’m as stupid and naive as your companions. I’m too old to believe for a moment that you aren’t lying to me right now.” 
 
    “Then why bother asking if you already know I’m going to lie?” 
 
    Raven’s Wing smiled his eerie, repulsive smile again. His flesh bumped into his mask. Perhaps Chin’Ameh would have to get such a ‘decoration’ as well. 
 
    “I already told you that I’m not young, Hadjar. I’ve learned to find the threads of truth in a lie and, by tying them into knots, see the real picture of what is happening. Therefore, everyone lies to everyone, without exception. The difference is merely how much their lies differ from the truth. If you think about it, no one ever knows the full truth at all. Not even the Jasper Emperor and his equals.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t really want to believe that ancient beings could find truth in lies so easily. It would mean that all his tricks with Morgan, Helmer, and Freya had been useless wastes of time… Although, when it came to the demon and the fairy, the neural network had come into play. Something this world wasn’t familiar with yet. 
 
    “He saved my life,” Hadjar said. “While you were sleeping, the dragon wizard fought against the Minister of Internal and External Affairs. He won, but was badly wounded in the battle.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing took the information much more calmly than Hadjar had expected him to. 
 
    “You’re telling the truth... as far as you understand it, but I don’t think a creature like the dragon wizard would risk his life for yours. Even if you were from his nest, his own son… They have a very different view of the world than we do.” 
 
    “He told me much the same.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing just chuckled, “Trust me, Hadjar. He wasn’t lying. I’ve been to the Dragon Lands... and it isn’t a place where a human can live. Beasts and humans... No matter how advanced, no matter how human they look, they are still beasts. The same goes for gods, demons, and the inhabitants of the Spirit World. If you want to survive, never try to apply your own principles and concepts to them. They see the world very differently.” 
 
    Hadjar understood what Raven’s Wing was telling him, but he also remembered Traves, who, thanks to his Master, had grown up in a human environment, which had greatly affected him in the future. Hadjar wasn’t a psychologist, but even he understood that one’s childhood and youth were important for the formation of their character. 
 
    “What about the Minister’s body? They’ll come for him. I’ve heard of this dragon. His network of secret agents extends even beyond this region…” 
 
    “We used various artifacts. The wizard said it would be enough to throw them off the scent.” 
 
    “They’ll still investigate,” Raven’s Wing mumbled, stroking the edges of his mask. 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    The sectarian snapped out of his musings and looked to the southeast, where, as far as Hadjar knew, the Dragon Lands were. However, it would take quite a long time to get there, even on a flying boat. He wondered how Raven’s Wing, a mere Lord, had gone there… How far did the Raven sect’s reach extend? 
 
    “I left their country under not very... friendly circumstances.” 
 
    “What were those circumstances, exactly? We have a dragon in our coach that will only need two weeks to recover. If it turns out that he has a grudge against you, that won’t do us much good.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” Raven’s Wing tapped his mask thoughtfully. “You’ve been as honest as you can be with me. So, I’ll respond in kind. I tried to steal their treasure trove.” 
 
    Hadjar almost fell off the stagecoach. He’d tried to steal the Dragon Emperor’s treasures? Well, he was planning to do something similar himself, but he didn’t even know how to approach the endeavor yet. Raven’s Wing had actually done it, and had even survived his failed attempt to tell the story now. 
 
    “Any details you care to share?” Hadjar asked, barely hiding his eagerness. 
 
    Raven’s Wing looked up at him, a grin in his dark eyes. 
 
    “If you join the sect, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Are you serious right now, or are you just kidding?” 
 
    “Many a truth is told in jest.” 
 
    That sounded so... Earthly. But that didn’t mean that Raven’s Wing had anything to do with Hadjar’s ‘first’ homeland. It was simply a case of clever proverbs being clever even in different worlds. 
 
    “Well, are you finally done having your secret discussion?” Rekka asked. “Now, if I may ask, what are we going to do with this old man?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tom demanded curiously. 
 
    “You stupid bastard, don’t you understand anything? He eats for two mortals. We have Annette with us, who also needs food... Well, there’s plenty of water around here, but we don’t have enough food for another stomach. We’ll have to go to a village and stock up on food. So, how is this old man going to compensate us?” 
 
    “He’ll pay us,” Tom declared. 
 
    “I already know about your lack of intellectual ability, no need to demonstrate it yet again,” Rekka hissed. “I’m talking about time. We’ll have to spend a day and a half on this, no less! Who will reimburse us for the time spent and-” 
 
    A familiar, rasping cough came from the stagecoach, and Chin’Ameh, surprising everyone, said: 
 
    “My dear girl, I’ll make up for your losses.” 
 
    “Will you now?” Geran shouted. Apparently, her nerves were almost completely frayed at this point. “What can you even give us, you geezer?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t believe that anyone could talk to the Head of the Magic Pavilion in such a tone and live to tell the tale. 
 
    “What we old people have in abundance.” There was a spark of humor in the dragon’s tone. “In any story, there is wisdom, you just have to find it. So, ask me for a story, and I’ll share it with you.” 
 
    Rekka swore and was about to say something, but then Hadjar, praying for good luck, asked: 
 
    “Tell us about the Potter. What happened after he broke his soul into pieces?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh suddenly replied: 
 
    “Well, that’s a troubling story... but a good one. I’ll tell you all about it. In my region, this story is referred to as the story of a human and a monster.” 
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   “T his story is older than the first human legends,” Chin’Ameh began. “It happened before the black chariot descended from the sky, drawn by horses made from eight different types of fire, and the wounded Enemy stepped out of it and drenched the mortal world in his blood.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Raven’s Wing, but the sectarian didn’t react to the dragon’s words. Hadjar had assumed for a long time that the Black General had first come to the Mage Lands. However, it turned out that he’d been here before, and had come in a chariot. He ordered his neural network to make a note of this. 
 
    “Back then, there was a man who could make anything out of clay. The first thing that earned him the title of a great master and the accompanying fame was a clay statue he’d made. A statue that kings of the past fought for, spilled blood for, and were ready to pay a fortune for.” 
 
    “A fortune for a mere statue?” Tom nearly spat out some wine and wiped his lips on his sleeve. “You can embellish the story as much as you want, geezer, but have some respect for your listeners! I’d never believe such a foolish statement.” 
 
    “That’s only because you don’t know much about this statue,” the dragon replied calmly. “The Potter once had a lover, the princess of a merchant city. She was the most beautiful woman that had ever been born, or will ever be born, under the light of the extinguished Miristal. She absorbed the last rays of the dying star at birth, and thus became a miracle that will never appear in our Nameless World again.” 
 
    Miristal? Again with this… That had once been the name of the north star. But it had been extinguished even before the age of the Hundred Kingdoms. 
 
    “She loved the Potter. She loved him the way only the fairest goddaughter of the fairest of stars can love. The Potter loved her back the way only the heart of a master who is capable of creating anything that his mind imagines and his heart desires can love.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered a book he’d read as a child. It had talked about the god and the devil, about the old and the eternal, about love between a man and a woman. 
 
    “But he lost her... He then went on his eternal journey, fruitlessly searching for her. Along the way, so his heart wouldn’t break, he created that statue, which was exactly like his beloved. He remembered every curve of her body… He whispered magic Words over it, and the statue came to life. Everything about her was perfect, except for one thing: the statue had no heart. Traveling with her, the Potter came to realize that she only caused pain and suffering. She was cold, not at all like his beloved… And so he gave the statue away.” 
 
    Tom grunted with satisfaction, “Well, that’s interesting at least... Lying in bed with a statue? Sounds weird… But go on, we all believe you.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh didn’t react to his words and just continued: 
 
    “Time passed. Countries came and went, but the Potter couldn’t find a way back to his beloved, as Derger, the God of War, had taken her. The strongest of the gods, only second to the Jasper Emperor. But where could he find power that would be able to contend with the god’s power? The Potter knew he could get it from those who were equal to the gods, and who had been at war with them since the world had split into four pieces.” 
 
    Once again, Hadjar gave the order to make a note of this. The world had split into four pieces? Did that mean that once, long ago, there’d been no division between mortals, Spirits, demons, and gods? Well, given the Black General’s story and the song named ‘Six Moments before Life,’ that could very well be true. 
 
    “The Potter began to search for a way to enter the world of demons in order to make a deal with their Prince. But time was relentless, and his body was getting old. However, after becoming an artist who could create anything that was visible, the Potter suddenly realized that it wasn’t his body that was aging, but his human spirit. He split his soul into many pieces, so that it couldn’t grow old. He killed each of the fragments with his own hands, except for one. Therefore, he never got old, like a snake that constantly eats its own tail.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered the Tournament of the Twelve and his battle against the surviving fragment of the Potter’s soul. It was hard to tell what Chin’Ameh had embellished, and what had been embellished over the ages, but one thing was clear: this part was definitely true. 
 
    “Thousands of years later, the Potter found a ritual that allowed him to summon the Demon Prince’s emissary, the one who ruled over all nightmares, the one who dwelled in the dark, the one who had been born with the first fear.” 
 
    Most of the squad members made sacred signs. 
 
    “Standing at the crossroads of four roads, the Potter summoned the ancient demon. They talked all night, until the Lord of Nightmares named his price. Since the beginning of time, he’d wandered through the dreams of humans and inhumans, bringing them horrors and fears. But as soon as his time was up, all the nightmares disappeared. The Lord asked the Potter to make him a jug in which he could hide them. That was the end of it.” 
 
    Hadjar imagined Helmer walking around with a jug, and a smile crept up onto his lips. 
 
    “The Potter began to work. He kept at it day and night. Week after week. Month after month. Year after year. For seven centuries, he tirelessly made a container for the demon’s nightmares. Finally, after seven centuries, seven decades, and seven years, he finished his work. He summoned the demon again and handed it to him, and then he…” 
 
    The squad held their collective breath. Even Raven’s Wing was listening to Chin’Ameh with interest. 
 
    “Come on, geezer!” Tom urged. “Did the demon give him the sword that could kill the god, like they’d agreed upon?” 
 
    The dragon, feeling like the dramatic pause had gone on for long enough, continued in a different voice: 
 
    “This isn’t a jug, the demon cried. It’s a sphere, you stupid little man! Our contract is null and void. I’ll take this sphere, and you can stay here amongst the pitiful mortals and filth! Ha! I hate you and all of humanity!” 
 
    “What?” All the squad members shouted in unison. 
 
    “Yeah,” the dragon nodded. “With that, the demon disappeared, and the Potter continued his eternal search for a way to rescue his beloved.” 
 
    There was silence, and then they started shouting: 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “When our mothers told us stories, they always tried to teach us a lesson. What’s the lesson of this story?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s a lesson about not getting involved with demons. Everybody knows that already.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh chuckled in response, and only Hadjar remained silent. The difference between Spirits, Fae, gods, demons and humans was that the former were unchangeable. They were a constant. They couldn’t alter their character and their worldview. They were what they were. Permanently so. Helmer, as a demon, was also like that… There was no way he could’ve done that. He had his own strange code of honor, despite his demonic nature. Something was wrong with this story. But what? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1071 
 
      
 
   H adjar, immersed in meditation, listened to the Name around him. It felt unusual and strange to feel the Wind as a part of himself, to inhale it. The creaking of wheels, the beating of people’s hearts, the crunch of snow, the hiss of water in a pot, the playful click of logs disappearing in the flames — all of this was the Name of the Wind, its morphing letters. Hadjar heard it all, understood it, and could say it. No matter how long the shifting Name of the Wind became, Hadjar still pronounced it faster than his heart could beat. It took a fraction of a moment, so brief that a bird couldn’t even flap its wings in that time. 
 
    Hadjar clutched at his heart and almost fell into the snow, leaning against a nearby tree for support. The Name of the Wind left his body and mind. 
 
    “Report,” Hadjar ordered, barely able to hold on. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    Time spent in the Name of the Wind state: 2.1233 seconds. 
 
    Activate training mode?] 
 
      
 
    He really wanted to, but activating the training mode of his neural network took 100% of its processing power. This meant that Hadjar couldn’t afford such a luxury until the library of the Predatory Blades clan had been analyzed, which remained his top priority. 
 
    Hadjar needed time. Over the nearly four decades of his life, he had accumulated an incredible amount of raw, savage might. It was a huge, wild mass of power, and he could only use less than 2% of its total potential. To increase this value, he would need to do normal, relaxed training. It was widely believed that no cultivator would be able to progress if they stayed put and just trained. The consensus was that only battles and situations where their life and the lives of others depended on their skill would help them advance. 
 
    For Hadjar, it was the exact opposite. During his many years of wandering, he’d done nothing but fight, with only a few moments dedicated to training. There must be balance in everything. Now it was time to pay the price for his lifestyle. Hadjar needed to train. He needed to train for years, in a regimented, planned out manner. 
 
    “Calculate the required time,” Hadjar ordered. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    If the training mode is utilized, the host will need approximately 46 to 53 years to raise the value of ‘Potential Utilization’ to 25%.] 
 
      
 
    He’d need around half a century of training just to be able to use a quarter of his total capabilities… And this was also taking into account the fact that the training mode provided truly mindboggling opportunities. Without them, Hadjar would’ve needed to spend seven or even eight centuries on the same kind of cultivation. 
 
    “You’re trying too hard to control everything,” a groaning, tired person suddenly told him. 
 
    Chin’Ameh was standing next to Hadjar, leaning on his crutches. During the past few days of their journey, the dragon wizard had been able to recover enough to get out of the coach during the breaks (which were necessary for him and Annette), though he could only do so with the help of crutches. 
 
    “I’m not a disciple of the Magic Dawn Pavilion, Sage Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar bowed. “And I will never be one.” 
 
    The dragon gave him a hard look in response, but Hadjar wasn’t afraid and didn’t look away. 
 
    “You’re straightforward,” he said, a little irritated. Leaning his crutches against a tree, he threw one of the skins off his shoulders and laid it on the snow, then sat down on it with his back against the tree. “Just like your ancestor.” 
 
    “Did you know Traves?” 
 
    “Not very well, but I did… Many did. And even more people learned about him when he came to the city, demanding a battle with the Emperor.” 
 
    Hadjar remained silent. His history with Traves was a complicated one: at first, he’d been just a dragon that he’d made a deal with, then he had become his Master, then… then it had become truly complicated. Perhaps Hadjar thought of him as the grandfather he’d never really had. 
 
    “Try to free your mind-” 
 
    “But I’m not-” 
 
    “I’m not teaching you the secrets of the Magic Dawn, young Hadjar,” Chin’Ameh interrupted him firmly. “I’m giving you some friendly advice. Do I have the right to do that much, at least?” 
 
    Hadjar wanted to tell him that he wasn’t his friend, but that would’ve been extremely disrespectful. 
 
    “Free your mind,” Chin’Ameh repeated. “You’re trying to control the Wind, but that isn’t right. When a husband learns his wife’s name, he doesn’t become her owner. And if he does try to become her owner... well, you can’t stop idiots from being born. They often die very quickly, at least.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He evened out his breathing, closed his eyes again, and tried to really clear his mind. Doing this, given his decades of experience with deep meditation, wasn’t difficult. When Hadjar uttered the changeable Name of his faithful friend, it was as if the entire night sky, with all its splendor consisting of shooting stars, galaxies, and planets, was rushing toward him. He wasn’t a timid man. There wasn’t much in this world that could really frighten him. But, by the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, what he felt right then made him open his eyes, call the Name of the Wind, and press his back against the tree. 
 
    “Breathe, Hadjar Darkhan,” Chin’Ameh said. “Whatever happens in life, never forget to breathe.” 
 
    It was a simple bit of advice that Hadjar wouldn’t have noticed a shred of wisdom in before, but now... now he understood the deeper meaning hidden behind those deceptively simple words. 
 
    “What... was... that?” He asked, panting. 
 
    “Power,” Chin’Ameh explained. “Raw, pure power. The kind that raised the White Dragon to the Heavens long ago. No one can subdue this power, Hadjar. Or understand it. By subjugating and understanding, we can change things, but we can’t change the Wind. Just as we can’t change the Earth, Fire, or Water. In this shifting, fickle world, everything is actually constant. Behind the ripples on the surface of a lake, there is still only water.” 
 
    “But what about magic? I’ve seen it change reality. It created wonders I could’ve never imagined.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh looked at Hadjar with paternal warmth, and then turned and looked in the direction of his homeland. 
 
    “A long time ago, I asked my Master that same question, Hadjar. That day, it was as snowy on the mountain where our pavilion resides as it is now... I’ll tell you what he told me.” Chin’Ameh reached out and picked up a snowflake with his finger. “Look, Hadjar. This is a snowflake. Snowflake, this is Hadjar Darkhan. You don’t know each other, and you’ll never meet again. To you, this snowflake is a snowflake. To it, you are Hadjar Darkhan. No matter how unique Hadjar Darkhan is, to a snowflake, he is just a human. No matter how unique this crystal of frozen water is, to you, it’s just a snowflake.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Patience,” Chin’Ameh bent down and breathed on his finger. The snowflake melted into a drop of water. “Look, Hadjar. This is a drop of water. Drop of water, this is Hadjar Darkhan. Was there a snowflake on my finger a moment ago? Was Hadjar Darkhan here a moment ago? As the snowflake has changed, so have you. But if both of you have changed, then... maybe both of you are still the same?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh concentrated, a deep crease formed between his brows, and then he let out a sigh of relief. The drop of water turned into a wisp of steam and disappeared. 
 
    “Everything in this world is permanent, Hadjar Darkhan. My Master once asked me: ‘If all living beings closed their eyes, would the world end?’” 
 
    Hadjar thought about this. “What did you say?” 
 
     “That I didn’t know… That was how I answered back then, and how I’d answer today as well. To be honest, Hadjar, my Master didn’t seem to know the correct answer himself, either. And he was a disciple of Hu’Chun, the Blue Flame, one of the last true Lords of the Heavens who didn’t need wings to fly amongst the clouds… But those times are long gone. For now, just breathe calmly and listen to the Name of the Wind. Don’t call it. Just listen. Listening always makes you understand something better.” 
 
    Hadjar and Chin’Ameh spent the rest of the evening talking about the Name of the Wind. It could have probably even been called training. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1072 
 
      
 
   “A re you sure this is a good idea, Raven’s Wing?” Rekka, sitting between Hadjar and Tom, looked at the fork in the road with clear skepticism. A path leading to a village, one that was wide enough to accommodate eight carts, split off from the main stone road. The main road had tracks on it, which indicated that there were other travelers on the Lascanian Imperial Road besides the Darnassian infiltrators. 
 
    “Our food supply will run out tomorrow,” He replied, tapping his mask. “It will last another two days at most.” 
 
    Rekka cast a quick glance at Chin’Ameh, who was still lying in the coach. Covered in blankets, the dragon pretended to be asleep. 
 
    “I don’t like this idea,” Rekka hissed. 
 
    “You don’t like anything, you rat,” Tom said dismissively. 
 
    He hadn’t drunk much today, so he was in a worse mood than usual. Which meant Hadjar had to share a seat with two extremely moody aristocrats. They argued constantly. Perhaps the Emperor didn’t know about the poor relationship between the two of them? Or had he presumed that Hadjar wouldn’t take Tom with him? But… Morgan always considered all the possibilities. So, he had something to gain here, too. Or perhaps Hadjar was just being paranoid. 
 
    “That isn’t the point, Tom,” Rekka was clearly very concerned, “This village is the closest one to the border… There must be soldiers stationed there. Or even legionnaires. If we aren’t careful, we’ll get into more trouble than we can handle.” 
 
    “We just need to be vigilant,” Raven’s Wing said, and headed for the exit ramp. “By the way, I hope you all know the local language?” 
 
    Annette didn’t, of course, but if everything went according to Hadjar’s plan, she wouldn’t be leaving the coach anyway. If there was ever a need for her to do so, a veil and a few fur coats would get the job done, and no one would see her unusual skin color. 
 
    Two hours later, the squad was at the border. It wasn’t particularly remarkable, as everything was just like in Darnassus. There was a single, central wide street and two hundred houses scattered everywhere haphazardly. There was a high wooden fence with sentries patrolling it, and a single gate that was bolted shut during the night. Now, in the middle of the day, it was wide open. 
 
    There really were legionaries here. They were easy to spot due to their Heaven level artifact armor, snow-white cloaks with numbers on them, good horses, and the arrogant look in their eyes. The villagers avoided them as if they were a plague. The legionnaires came out of one house and went to another. 
 
    “Who are you?” A lookout asked them. He was a huge, fat man, wearing a sheepskin coat and carrying a mace. His helmet looked like a reshaped cauldron. 
 
    “Merchants,” Hadjar responded, since he was the one playing the role of leader. After all, with his mask and huge sword tied to his saddle, Raven’s Wing couldn’t exactly pass himself off as a traveling merchant. 
 
    “Merchants?” The lookout walked around their coach and looked inside. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “My grandfather,” Hadjar replied. “He’s traveling with us. He’s a little sick. The winds are cold, you see, and his lungs aren’t what they used to be. So, he caught a cold.” 
 
    “I see…” the man nodded knowingly. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To Tupovka,” Hadjar replied. Fortunately, his neural network had provided him with the most detailed map of Lascan that he had ever seen in his life “It’s a week from here, to the west-” 
 
     “I know where Tupovka is,” the man muttered. He looked at Annette, but she was wrapped in furs, which completely hid her skin. Closing the coach’s flap, the man took a quick look at Raven’s Wing and spat on the snow next to him. 
 
    “Why are you staring at me, mask-face?” He demanded. 
 
    Hadjar barely stopped himself from laughing out loud. The lookout was at the Core Formation stage. The only reason he could breathe in their presence was because they’d hidden their auras. 
 
    “I’m not, honorable lookout,” Raven’s Wing bowed in his usual, gallant manner. 
 
    “You better not be,” the man said, shaking his mace at him. “All right, go on ahead. We don’t charge any fees. Take the next right turn to get to the tavern. But I’ll warn you, it is unlikely that you’ll get any food there.” 
 
    “Why, honorable lookout?” Hadjar asked, stifling a laugh. 
 
    “You’re strangers,” he explained. “The legion recruiters came today... Strangers aren’t welcome. They might sell you some food, but they won’t let you stay there. But that’s your problem to deal with. Go right ahead.” 
 
    Hadjar tugged at the reins, letting the horses move forward at a steady pace. Raven’s Wing had put a spell on them. Even the legionnaires wouldn’t be able to notice that the regular mares were actually Blood Mustangs in disguise, each of which was worth more than a hundred villages like this one. 
 
    “What could the Legion recruiters possibly want with mortals and practitioners?” Rekka whispered. “It doesn’t make sense… In Lascan, just like in Darnassus, in order to become an infantryman, a person needs to be at least at the New Soul Transformation stage... And-” 
 
    “I have no idea, honorable Rekka,” Raven’s Wing replied quietly. “But if you want to discuss it, let’s do so after we leave the village and its vicinity.” 
 
    Tom was the first to realize what he meant, “Are there a lot of them? Where?” 
 
    “A Lord and two Spirit Knights,” Raven’s Wing replied. “And their formation of fifty Heaven Soldiers. They’re not far from here, to the north. There are also about ten thousand mortals with them.” 
 
    Hadjar whistled. He and Raven’s Wing were at the same level of cultivation, but he wasn’t capable of such feats. That was what a lack of training did to a person. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1073 
 
      
 
   “I ’m telling you, there are no rooms available!” A white-haired, pot-bellied man stood his ground. 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t planning to give up, however. Over the years he’d spent traveling with the freak show, he had developed his acting skills. 
 
    “But, honorable Murik!” The owner of the tavern was the only initial-stage Heaven Soldier in the entire village, which in these lands was comparable to a god. He deliberately kept his aura at the Bodily Rivers level. “My grandfather is very ill! Even an extra night in the cold might affect his health. My sister, my friends, and I are taking him-” 
 
    “To Tupovka,” Murik interrupted him, giving a few instructions to the waitresses that were bustling around. They were serving the customers on the lower floor of the tavern. There were only sixteen tables, and even then, they weren’t completely packed. “Except… I’ve never seen anyone go to Tupovka in the winter, boy.” 
 
    “My grandfather is ill! And Tupovka has the best healer in the area, and-” 
 
    “I know!” The owner interrupted him again. “The best healer…blah blah... But no one ever goes there in the winter. So, you’re lying to me, boy.” 
 
    “Why would I be lying? My grandfather is ill!” Hadjar pointed at Chin’Ameh, who was sitting on the bench. The dragon, playing his part, coughed, and then wiped the blood from his lips. No one, except Hadjar, noticed that the old man had bitten his lower lip. “He’s coughing up blood! Honorable Murik, we only need two rooms! For one night! We aren’t asking for much. And we have money.” 
 
    “No,” Murik insisted. “You’re strangers. Today, I’d maybe let the locals stay in one of the rooms, but not strangers... If you push your horses, maybe your grandfather will make it to Tupovka.” 
 
    “But how-” 
 
    “That isn’t my problem!” Murik shouted. “Your grandfather and you are all nobody to me. You’re strangers. Get out of here already!” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    Suddenly, a nice, plump woman came out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Have you completely lost your mind from the cold? Are you seriously kicking these kids out in such awful weather?” She asked him sternly. 
 
    “I have no rooms to rent!” 
 
    “What? You don’t have any rooms? Who was it that complained to me just an hour ago that the second floor was empty?” 
 
    “Shut up, you stupid woman!” 
 
    “You shut up, you goddamned bastard! I’m not stupid!” 
 
    “If you’re so smart, you can take these strangers to your place.” 
 
    “I will! And I’ll punch you along the way!” 
 
    Murik swore under his breath, then turned to Hadjar: 
 
    “Go with Gwelka. If you come to me again, I’ll have a bone to pick with you. I’m not afraid of your masked friend. I’ve fought against much stronger cultivators.” 
 
    Hadjar bowed and approached the woman. She had a plump, round face, bright, clear eyes, and huge hands. She looked like she’d be able to run into a burning house to help get people out, stop a galloping horse with her bare hands, and slap some sense into Morgan himself if necessary. 
 
    “I overheard your conversation with Murik. Don’t get mad at him... He’s a good man. He just got a bit old, and his soul is a bit rotten now.” 
 
    “But he’s still a good man, despite that?” 
 
    “He is,” Gwelka nodded. “He was very good when he was young... Come on, dinner should be ready by now.” 
 
    Tom and Raven’s Wing helped Chin’Ameh up. This wasn’t a part of their performance. The dragon really couldn’t stand up without their help. Rekka followed them, Annette on her arm. They crossed a wide street. All the while, Gwelka was telling them about something, but Hadjar wasn’t really paying attention. He watched the legionnaires go from house to house. 
 
    “Here we are,” the woman announced. “I inherited the house from my father. He helped the chief with clearing the woods, and in return, he got to build this place. It’s too big and empty for me now. But I’ll have a grandson soon, and maybe others will follow. Then the house will be nice and full of life again.” 
 
    Gwelka opened the unlocked front door and let them in. The house was nice: two-storied, with glass windows and carved shutters, a porch, a bench, and even a gazebo. It was a very fancy house by the standards of the village. 
 
    Their host entered first. They came into a clean, well-lit room and immediately got a feeling of warmth and comfort. There was a chest of drawers and a slightly askew wardrobe. A cat meowed from the kitchen. Hadjar had always liked these kinds of places. Maybe one day, after the Jasper Emperor finally answered for his crimes, he’d settle down in a similar home... 
 
    “Take off your shoes and come in.” 
 
    Instantly, they all took off their fur coats and their snow-covered boots in the entrance. They followed Gwelka into the kitchen. 
 
    “Who are these people?” 
 
    A tall and fit young man grabbed a poker and pointed it at Hadjar. Behind him stood a short, pretty girl, who was clearly in the last few weeks of her pregnancy. 
 
    “By the gods, Shulen!” The woman waved her hands frantically. “You mustn’t raise your hand at our guests.” 
 
    “Guests?” The young man was clearly surprised. 
 
    “Old Murik didn’t take them in because they’re strangers. His grandfather is suffering from lung problems. He wouldn’t have survived the night out in the cold. We’ll shelter them until morning and then let them go in peace. Can’t you see that they’re kind people?” 
 
    Shulen looked at Raven’s Wing’s face and frowned. Apparently, he didn’t agree with his mother. 
 
    “Please, make yourselves at home!” Gwelka began to fuss. “Sit down at the table. I’ll take the pots out now. Telika, sit down. Don’t strain yourself, my dear, or your son will be born crooked.” 
 
    “But Mom!” The young couple exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And that’s how we met.” Shulen was hugging Telika. He was so tender and caring, and so loving, that even Rekka hadn’t thrown out a single taunt all evening. 
 
    They’d been given shelter, and then fed rich soup and stew. Now they were having herbal tea and homemade cakes. The atmosphere was cozy. Hadjar had spent the whole evening playing the role of a jester: he’d cracked harmless jokes, told funny stories, and done everything he could to help brighten up the atmosphere. They’d learned that Shulen was a local hunter and tracker. He’d fallen in love with Telika, who helped a local tailor, and was a kind of apprentice. 
 
    “As soon as she gives birth,” Gwelka said, “we’ll hold a wedding. I think we’ll have it in spring. Birds, warmth, and flowers… What’s a wedding without flowers? And the baby will be a couple months old by then…” 
 
    “Have you come up with a name yet?” Rekka asked suddenly. 
 
    “We have,” Telika answered. “We’ll call him-” 
 
    The girl was interrupted by the creak of the door opening. The cold immediately broke into the warm, cozy house, followed by the sound of iron boots hitting the floor. Two legionaries came in along with the blizzard. Both were Spirit Knights. 
 
    “Does Shulen, son of Ulen, live here?” 
 
    “He does. Why?” Gwelka asked, standing up. But one of the cultivators forced her back down with his will. 
 
    “Don’t touch my mother!” Shulen jumped up, grabbing the poker again. 
 
    “So you’re Shulen,” the other Spirit Knight guessed. “You’re coming with us.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you. I have a pregnant wife to look after!” 
 
    “You’ll come with us,” the Spirit Knight repeated, and with a wave of his hand, he yanked Shulen from the table and moved him toward the entrance. “Show us the way-” 
 
    “Shulen!” Telika shouted. 
 
    The second Spirit Knight drew his sword and pointed it at the pregnant woman’s stomach. 
 
    “Or she dies,” the one who held Shulen finished. 
 
    “Let me...” Shulen croaked. Apparently, the Spirit Knight had grabbed him by the throat with his will. “At least... wait... for my son... to be born... tomorrow... and... I... will... show you... the way.” 
 
    “If you move, you won’t have a son.” 
 
    The Spirit Knight’s will carried Shulen to the door, but a man was standing in the legionnaires’ way. 
 
    “Are you suicidal?” 
 
    “Put the boy down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Put the boy down. He’ll wait for his son, and then he’ll join you. Just wait one night. Can’t you see that he’ll keep his word?” 
 
    “Are you crazy, you mortal brat. I’ll-” 
 
    “If you don’t put him down, I’ll send you to your forefathers.” 
 
    The Spirit Knight laughed out loud. But then his laughter turned into a bloody wheeze. 
 
    “What-” 
 
    The second Spirit Knight didn’t get to finish his sentence, either. They might’ve been legionnaires, but they couldn’t compare to a nobleman. Tom’s sword was fast. Much faster than these two could ever have hoped to be. Bleeding profusely, they fell to the floor, cut to pieces. Tom, after cleaning his blade, looked at the shocked Shulen lying on the floor. 
 
    “Take care of your wife,” Tom said and headed out the door. 
 
    “Tom, where are you going?” Rekka was the first to react. 
 
    “There’s fifty more of them,” Tom responded without stopping. “Before they realize what’s happening, I’ll kill them all.” 
 
    With that, he went outside. For a few moments, no one moved. Then Raven’s Wing rose and helped Chin’Ameh get up as well. Annette and Rekka followed them. Hadjar was the last to leave. He turned and waved his hand. The corpses of the legionnaires vanished, leaving no trace behind. After that, he bowed so low he touched the floor, showing respect to the crying Telika and Gwelka, and then, once he was in the yard, he called upon the Wind. No one would enter this house tonight. 
 
    One day, he’d build a house like this... in a place where no mortals lived. Hadjar was beginning to understand the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1074 
 
      
 
   T he squad quickly reached the edge of the forest, where the legionaries’ camp was located. It was only a few miles south of the village. Annette helped Chin’Ameh, who seemed to be getting better by the hour. He was only leaning on his crutches a bit at this point. 
 
    The forest of the Lascanian borderlands was no different from that of Darnassus. After the recent cold and snowfall, it looked like endless rows of snow peaks and massifs. Completely covered with a white blanket, it slept, anticipating the warm caresses of spring. 
 
    They moved almost noiselessly. The quietest among them were Hadjar and Raven’s Wing. Looking at the sectarian’s movements, Hadjar became convinced that he really was a pathfinder, and that it wasn’t just a made up cover story. He always put his foot down correctly, and he walked calmly and smoothly, flowing from one position to another. No cultivator, no matter how strong, could walk like that if they hadn’t learned how to do so back when they’d still been mortal. 
 
    Hadjar was surprised that Rekka had taken their ‘adventure’ so lightly, as the plan had been for them to reach the capital of Lascan unnoticed, and not fight against the legionaries of the borderlands. In the morning, they would’ve left these lands and entered the inner territories of the enemy Empire. The six Blood Mustangs were the fastest of the land-based modes of transportation. Despite that, Rekka Geran followed after Tom in silence. And he charged ahead. Like an angry rhinoceros, he ploughed through the forest, occasionally taking a sip from his bottle. 
 
    “Who ar-” 
 
    The lookout didn’t get to ask his question. At a distance of forty paces, the cut created by Tom’s sword beheaded him. A spray of blood shot into the sky and splattered across the snow. Steam rose, and then the blood froze, turning into sharp crystals. Tom, quick as a flash, used a movement Technique. Raven’s Wing and Hadjar exchanged glances. 
 
    “Stay with them,” Hadjar told Rekka. 
 
    She didn’t argue. Drawing her Divine level parasite blades, she stood in front of Annette and Chin’Ameh, and then used a strong defensive Technique. It looked like a bird’s wing had wrapped around them. This was the ‘Stork’s Wing,’ a Heaven level Technique. Hadjar could’ve broken through it without even drawing his sword… 
 
    Together with Raven’s Wing, he rushed to the edge of the forest, where a battle was already raging. Tom didn’t care that there was a Lord, armed with a dagger and an artifact whip, along with fifty Heaven Soldiers, in the camp. They’d hurriedly activated their armor and run out of their tents at the sound of battle. 
 
    Hadjar watched in surprise as several more cultivators charged in from a corral at the far end of the camp. Instead of horses or hunting dogs, there were about ten thousand mortals in there. 
 
    They huddled together, trying to survive the chill of the winter evening. Unlike cultivators, it was freezing cold for them. They shivered, clinging to each other closely. If not for a Lord’s developed senses and the computational power of his neural network, Hadjar wouldn’t have realized what they were. 
 
    “You or me?” Raven’s Wing asked. 
 
    Hadjar looked at Tom, who was fighting the Lord. He was so engrossed in the battle that he didn’t notice the fifty Heaven Soldiers approaching him. They, in turn, were too weak to sense Hadjar and Raven’s Wing, who had hidden themselves. Just their intent, backed by their will, was enough to make the weaker cultivators run past them. One of them even tripped over Hadjar’s foot and fell into the snow, but after he got up and brushed the snow off, he kept running. It was creepy. If he and Raven’s Wing could do that, then maybe there were Immortals hiding among the mortals? Or maybe even stronger beings than that… 
 
    “He came with me,” Hadjar finally said, tugging at the hem of his robes. “It’s my responsibility.” 
 
    He touched the hilt of the Blue Blade. All fifty Heaven Soldiers, who’d lived for centuries and survived dozens of battles, froze in place. They remained frozen for less than a heartbeat, and then disintegrated into dozens of bloody chunks. Thousands of invisible sword strikes, created by Hadjar’s will and Sword mysteries, had swept across the field, resulting in a massacre. Fountains of blood erupted toward the sky and rained down, making puddles in the snow. Neither the strengthened bodies of the Heaven Soldiers nor their armor had been able to save them. 
 
    “Who would’ve thought that in less than half a century since our first meeting, you’d be able to reach such a level of power,” Raven’s Wing leaned down and touched a puddle of blood. 
 
    Hadjar watched the battle between Tom and the Lascanian legionnaire in silence. The latter was above Tom by a whole level of cultivation, but he was still a simple legionnaire, while Tom was the former junior heir of an aristocratic Darnassian clan and had been trained since childhood. In addition, he was a student of ‘The Holy Sky’ School, so he was an elite among elites. Unsurprisingly, a minute later, Tom, his left arm broken and his armor cracked, which was all superficial, since he hadn’t suffered any serious damage to his energy body, raised his sword above the sprawled out, wounded Lord. 
 
    “Tom, stop!” Hadjar called out to him. 
 
    Just in time, too. The point of his sword stopped just a few inches above the throat of his fallen opponent. 
 
    “Why... why... why, barbarian?” Tom asked breathlessly, without turning around. 
 
    “Because it’s all too strange,” Rekka explained instead of Hadjar. 
 
    She and the other squad members went out to the edge of the forest. None of them even raised an eyebrow as they stepped over what remained of the Lascanian legionnaires. 
 
    “Then deal with... him... yourself.” Tom cleaned the blood from his blade with a sharp, sweeping motion, then stepped aside and sat down in the snow, deeply immersed in meditation. 
 
    His physical wounds would be healed by alchemy, but the minor damage done to his energy body required urgent intervention. Otherwise, there could be complications. 
 
    Rekka leaned forward, but Hadjar beat her to it. He loomed over the legionnaire and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “N-no,” the man stuttered, shaking with terror. 
 
    Hadjar could be very intimidating when he had to be. His years fighting in the wars of the northern Kingdoms, which were now Baronies, had taken their toll. 
 
    “If you answer my questions,” Hadjar whispered softly. “I’ll kill you quickly and painlessly.” 
 
    With that, he unsheathed his Blue Blade and plunged its point into one of the man’s wounds, then allowed the permanently hungry sword to dig its wispy tendrils into the officer’s energy body. An inhuman, gut-wrenching scream echoed through the forest. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1075 
 
      
 
   “I ’ll tell you everything... I’ll tell you everything!” The officer screamed. “Just get that thing out of me!” 
 
    Behind Hadjar, someone chuckled. Surprisingly, it was Rekka, not Tom. 
 
    “You’re talking like a virgin,” she whispered. “When she’s taken by force.” 
 
    Hadjar was shocked by her making such a comparison. 
 
    “Why do you need so many mortals?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    Hadjar plunged his sword into the wound again, and the officer screamed even louder than before. This time, Hadjar allowed his Blue Blade to gnaw on the man’s energy body a little longer. 
 
    “For the altar!” He roared. 
 
    “What altar?” Hadjar pulled his blade out. 
 
    The blade was clearly displeased. 
 
      
 
    [Analyzing object… 
 
    Object analyzed: 
 
    The Blue Wind Blade. 
 
    Level of evolution: Divine level artifact. 
 
    In order for the object to move on to the next stage of its evolution, it will have to absorb 123,690 more objects designated as ‘Lords’.] 
 
      
 
    That’s nothing! A mere hundred and twenty thousand Lords! He idly wondered if there were even that many Lords in all the seven Empires. 
 
    “The altar...” The officer repeated breathlessly. Hadjar swore and plunged his sword into the wound a third time. “In the woods! South of here, eight miles! There’s an altar and a witch! She needs mortals!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    Hadjar drove his sword a little deeper into the man’s body, allowing the predatory wisps to sink into the very Core of the officer’s energy structure. The man writhed in agony, his bloody hands hitting the snow. His eyes rolled back, and his mouth opened wide. 
 
    His screams could’ve terrified the demons of the deepest abyss. 
 
    “I don’t know! Stop! Please!” He yelled. 
 
    Hadjar listened to his gut. This time, the officer wasn’t lying. He pulled out his sword and cut the man’s head off. It rolled down the slope, leaving a scarlet trail behind. Hadjar cleaned his blade like Tom had. Leaving a scarlet crescent in the snow, he sheathed it. After learning the Name of the Wind and becoming a Lord, he could absorb energy from the World River faster than it was spent to maintain the sword’s corporeal form. The same was also true for the clothes made for him by Queen Mab. He no longer needed to keep them inside his soul. They were always with him now. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had it in you,” Rekka said, a little surprised. 
 
    Hadjar turned to Annette, “Can you take care of this?” 
 
    She looked around the edge of the forest: there were streams of blood, chunks of bodies, and disruptions in the streams of the World River everywhere. They were a long way from the Legion’s main camp, but if the Lascanians ever went this far, they’d probably find out these men were missing. Their mission was to sneak into the capital, not to cut their way through hundreds of Lascanian cultivators. 
 
    “I can,” Annette nodded. “Just give me a quarter of an hour. I can hide the bodies so well that even those who don’t have a name won’t be able to find them.” 
 
    She was clearly referring to Nameless level cultivators. Hadjar doubted that someone of such a high level would be sent to search for these soldiers, so he was reassured by her words. 
 
    “What should we do with them?” Tom nodded in the direction of the mortals. 
 
    Everyone glanced at the corral where ten thousand ordinary people were still huddled together. The presence of warriors who had easily dispatched fifty legionnaires to their forefathers terrified them. 
 
    “You started this fight,” Hadjar said. “You decide.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing looked at Hadjar with obvious disapproval, but Hadjar just shook his head. Of course, both Rekka and Raven’s Wing would’ve voted to permanently silence these poor people, as they were from the enemy Empire, but… Hadjar didn’t want to do that. Even if he knew that he’d have to fight them in the future, he would’ve still defended the lives of these innocent people. 
 
    Tom got to his feet and hobbled over to the corral. He raised his sword above his head. The men shouted in terror. The women cried out, clutching their children, sobbing with fear. He brought his sword down hard — the screams stopped. Silence fell on the edge of the forest. After two heartbeats, the bolt holding the corral closed, which had been cut in half, fell to the snow. 
 
    “Go home!” Tom said heavily in a low voice. “Go back to your families. You met true demons tonight.” 
 
    The people just stood there, motionless. Tom released some of his aura and roared, “Flee, mortals! Or I’ll devour the souls of your children!” 
 
    They screamed in horror and ran out of the corral. They fell, stumbled, rolled head over heels across the snow, disappearing like frightened rabbits through the forest. 
 
    One of the last to run out was a mother with two children — a boy and a girl. The girl suddenly tripped and fell right at Tom’s feet. The mother froze. Pale with terror, she held her son’s hand in a deathly grip. Tom looked down at the crying girl and didn’t move. Suddenly, the boy came up to him. Hadjar had seen many things in his life, but this was amazing… The boy hugged Tom tightly and whispered: 
 
    “Thank you, honorable demon.” 
 
    Then he helped his sister to her feet and walked back to his stunned mother. 
 
    “Hey, small fry!” Tom called out. 
 
    The boy stopped and turned, still clutching his sister’s hand. The little boy, who was only about six years old, was standing protectively in front of his sister. He was clearly afraid of Tom, but he didn’t look away. 
 
    “Where’s your father?” 
 
    “My father tried to save us. The men in the iron clothes killed him.” 
 
    The clearing was silent. What kind of a war was this, in which the people of a single Empire killed each other? Hadjar’s heart ached. 
 
    Tom approached the boy with a calm, measured step. First, he touched his forehead, and then transferred some of his own will to the boy. Only Raven’s Wing and Hadjar noticed this. After that, he waved his hand. An old, cracked, but still usable wooden training blade appeared in Tom’s hand. One that would perfectly fit the palm of a six-year-old. Hadjar saw the crest of the Predatory Blades clan emblazoned on the hilt. 
 
    “Now you can protect your mother and sister,” Tom squatted down and handed the sword to the boy. 
 
    The boy grabbed the gift with a firm nod, then he, his sister, and their mother disappeared into the forest. Tom straightened up, watched the three of them leave, and then turned away from the rest of the squad. He opened another bottle and drained it in four big gulps. After that, he sat down in the snow and closed his eyes. He’d probably be quiet for a long while… 
 
    “So what do we do now, barbarian?” Rekka finally regained her usual composure. “You should’ve kept your mutt on a tighter leash! Now the whole mission is compromised! Do you have any idea what the Emperor will do-” 
 
    “Calm down, Rekka,” Hadjar interrupted her. “I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1076 
 
      
 
   “W hat a stupid and pointless plan!” Rekka shouted. “What makes you think that what’s happening has anything to do with us?” 
 
    “Look around, Geran,” Hadjar replied. “We’re in the borderlands, near an absolutely unimportant stretch of land. And then we find out that an entire Legion is camped out here. The question is why? They won’t cross the border here.” 
 
    “Or maybe they’re just planning to attack from an unexpected direction.” 
 
    “Sure,” Hadjar shrugged. “But if they cross the border here, they’ll find themselves in the middle of some desolate plains, without any large settlements or important facilities nearby.” 
 
    “Which means they’ll be able to move deep into the Empire without encountering any real obstacles,” Rekka insisted. 
 
    “Are you mocking me, or are you just having a hard time admitting you’re wrong?” Hadjar frowned. He wondered why it was so difficult for her to see what he already had. “If they go inland, they’ll be caught between two forts. If they try to capture one of them, the fleet will immediately arrive. And even if that fleet doesn’t have ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ in tow, the Lascanians will still be at a disadvantage. If they somehow get through the forts, they will be met by the army, and the garrisons will attack them from behind. They certainly don’t want to find themselves in such a trap. So, the mere fact that they are in this area is already suspicious. And the fact that this officer said something about an altar... And mentioned a witch needing ten thousand mortals... Geran, I don’t believe for a second that you didn’t come to the same conclusion I did. So tell me, what’s the problem?” 
 
    Rekka stared at Hadjar for a moment, then sighed and looked away. 
 
    “As much as I hate to admit it, you’re a lot stronger than me, Tom, or Annette. We’re going on a dangerous mission, Hadjar. Into the very lair of the enemy. We’re approaching its center, and if something happens... Raven’s Wing’s power may not be enough to deal with it. No offense, honorable Raven’s Wing.” 
 
    The sectarian bowed gallantly, making it clear that he wasn’t offended. 
 
    “If they’re preparing some kind of weapon, Rekka, and I’m sure they are, a huge number of people will suffer and-” 
 
    “You aren’t the guardian Spirit of Darnassus,” She interrupted him sharply. She looked into Hadjar’s eyes without a trace of fear. “I don’t know what plans His Imperial Majesty has for you, but you’re trying to take on too much. You’re only human, Hadjar Darkhan. Strong, lucky, maybe even smart, but a simple human nonetheless. You can’t be everywhere at once. There are other people who will eventually take care of this problem.” 
 
    “But those people aren’t here, right now,” Hadjar sighed. He looked to the south, in the direction the officer had indicated. His heart was restless. Something was going on there, and he knew it. Something dark and nasty. “Unlike me. I move faster than any of you. I’ll just catch up with the rest of you before you even see the walls of the Lascanian capital.” 
 
    “If you can,” Rekka whispered, barely audible. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If, Hadjar Darkhan, Mad General, you can even reach us in time. If what they’re doing there doesn’t kill you and endanger... our mission.” 
 
    She avoided mentioning the Prince and Princess, but as Hadjar had already realized, Raven’s Wing was far from an idiot, and he already knew, or had probably guessed, the true purpose of their mission. 
 
    “We’ll meet at the hanging stone,” Hadjar said, turning to Raven’s Wing. “Wait for me there for twenty-four hours. If I don’t arrive at the agreed upon time, go on without me.” 
 
    “All right, North Wind,” the sectarian nodded and then quietly added in the ancient language, “May our spiritual ancestor protect you. I don’t know if you sense the same thing I do, but... whatever they’re doing over there, it resonates with the fragment of the Black General within my soul… Be careful.” After that, he headed deep into the forest. 
 
    After exchanging a few words with Tom, who was not particularly concerned about what was happening, Hadjar approached Chin’Ameh. 
 
    “You’re doing the right thing,” the dragon nodded. “But be careful. These people were clearly gathered for a single purpose.” 
 
    “As a sacrifice.” 
 
    “That’s right. Blood magic, young Hadjar, is a terrible power. In the wrong hands, it is destructive beyond belief. And even in skilled ones, it’s monstrous and wrong. It’s no wonder that it, just like necromancy, was banned a long time ago.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sage, I’ll be back before you recover.” 
 
    A white lightning bolt struck. It enveloped Hadjar, and he was gone, leaving only a melted puddle behind in the bloodstained snow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stopping a mile away from where the strange power was coming from, Hadjar looked around carefully. The area was supposed to be snow-covered and lifeless, but Hadjar was standing on the damp ground of a deciduous swamps. Moss squelched underfoot, birds were singing overhead, and low trees were swaying in the wind. However, he couldn’t sense any magic or changes in the flows of the World River. Both of these things didn’t bode well. And the third oddity was the most ominous of all. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Freya?” 
 
    After a moment, a petite, beautiful girl glowing with a golden light appeared on his shoulder. As tall as his pinky, she held a tiny sword. Hadjar wasn’t deceived by her appearance, however. This little charmer, one of the Fae people, the messengers of the Seventh Heaven, was one of the strongest beings he’d ever met. 
 
    “Did you actually sense me?” She seemed to be pleased. “You’re getting stronger, mortal-” 
 
    “Don’t dodge the question, messenger of the Seventh Heaven. What are you doing in the mortal world?” 
 
    Freya frowned. Hadjar had learned a lot over the years, including how to properly ask questions of those who were bound by the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. 
 
    “Not only stronger, but smarter as well...” She added. “I was sent here to ask for your help.” 
 
    Hadjar choked with shock. 
 
    “For my help? The Seventh Heaven wants to ask me for help?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And why should I help them?” 
 
    “Because, Hadjar Darkhan, if you don’t, the one who is currently spilling the blood of the innocent on sacred land will summon the Shadow of one of the dark gods to the mortal world.” 
 
    Hadjar swore, “What dark gods? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ask your ancestor,” Freya snarled. “He’s been fighting them for hundreds of eons.” 
 
    The Black General? Fighting the dark gods? And one of them was about to be summoned here? What, by all the demons, had Hadjar gotten himself into? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1077 
 
      
 
   “H ow powerful are these dark gods?” He was carefully moving through the swampy undergrowth. The sharp branches and thorns cut through his Divine level armor with ease. That was a bad sign… The Queen of the Winter Court had woven it out of the snow, the winter sky, and the north wind. It was as strong as it was beautiful. But any magic of this sort had a downside to it as well. His armor couldn’t protect him against the members of the Winter Court. 
 
    “This forest is magical, isn’t it,” Hadjar didn’t let Freya answer before adding, “It was created by the Danu people who came from the north.” 
 
    “Th-they’re very strong,” the fairy stammered. Her wings, fluttering faster than a butterfly’s, shimmered like fine crystals. “This forest was created by a winter Fae.” 
 
    Hadjar swore. He looked at the ease with which the spikes cut through his blue robes and his body, which had been enhanced by a Technique for Strengthening the Body, his dragon heart, and the orcs’ brew. There were still places in this world that were deadly even to cultivators who had reached the Lord level. 
 
    “Then why didn’t the Seventh Heaven send the cavalry out here?” Hadjar murmured, pulling the sharp thorns out of his shoulders and forearms, and making his energy circulate inside of him with the ‘Path through the Clouds’ Technique. Considering how many substances he’d already absorbed over the years, the thorns’ poison shouldn’t be all that dangerous to him. 
 
      
 
    [Attention! 
 
    The host has been poisoned by unknown objects. 
 
    All stats have been reduced by 2.5 %] 
 
      
 
    Great…  
 
    He must’ve accidentally switched on the ability of his neural network to notify him of things without him asking it to. This greenish writing at the periphery of his vision only irritated and hindered him. He hadn’t felt like the poison had weakened him a little, but... He had no time for that right now! 
 
    “They did,” Freya replied. 
 
    She fluttered between the branches of the bushes, passing only an inch away from the sharp thorns. Given her size, they could probably cut her in half. 
 
    “You?” He asked. 
 
    “No, you.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time to be messing around, Freya.” 
 
    “I’m not messing around,” the fairy said, a little offended. “The Seventh Heaven sent the cavalry here to stop the ritual that will summon the Shadow of Durhadir. And that cavalry is you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to upset you, Freya, but I’m not the cavalry. My squad and I accidentally wandered into this village because two dragons decided to fight right in front of me. And it just so happens that I owe one of them and-” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she interrupted him. “Your life is just a flash at the very beginning of another flash. You’re less than a spark, Hadjar Darkhan. You’re less than a grain of sand. Even if you were a hundred times older, you wouldn’t be able to comprehend the power that the Book of Thousands and those who have control over it possess.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered Primus’ face when he’d killed his parents. He remembered his mother’s tears when her friend, her husband’s brother, had torn her heart out of her chest. He remembered the scars on Elaine’s body, left behind by the torture she’d endured and how much her mind had been messed up by magic. He remembered burned villages, thousands of people forced into slavery, families torn apart, legacies lost. All of that had happened because someone in the Seventh Heaven had made a mistake, and the worlds of mortals and demons had briefly overlapped. 
 
    “Take your hand off your sword, Hadjar Darkhan,” Freya warned him and put her hand on the hilt of her own sword. 
 
    Hadjar realized that he was no longer making his way through the bushes, but was lying on the wet, cold moss. Indeed, a few more moments, and he would’ve drawn his sword. 
 
    “No one should have power over someone’s fate,” Hadjar growled. With every passing moment, his heart was beating faster, and a crimson haze of rage descended before his eyes. “Except for the person themselves.” 
 
    “You can discuss that, if you survive, with the Jasper Emperor and his advisors. I’m here for a different reason — to help you, so you can help us all.” 
 
    “Again, why should I help those who I’m eventually going to force to pay for their sins toward all of us?” 
 
    Freya’s eyes were like the dawning sun. This sun looked inside Hadjar’s soul. It was as if his entire life, his entire past, present, and perhaps even his immediate future, were being carefully examined. She got to know him better than his parents or friends. There was no magic or mysteries behind this, only experience. Freya was an ancient being that had fought the Black General and Helmer, had seen the dawn of the human age, and might even see its sunset. 
 
    “Because you’re a good person, Hadjar Darkhan,” Freya replied calmly. “If the ritual is performed and the witch summons the Shadow of Durhadir here, she won’t be able to control it. And those who gave her power won’t be able to do so, either. The Shadow will be inflicted upon the world. It will bring endless destruction and will only grow stronger with each passing hour, until chaos reigns. Lascan will be destroyed in less than a week. Even if you Darnassians somehow overcome the Shadow of Durhadir, it’ll come at a great cost.” 
 
    “We are at war!” Hadjar roared, his voice still full of rage. 
 
    “Is there any honor or glory, Hadjar Darkhan, in defeating an enemy in such a way? Is there any honor in knowing that you had a chance to prevent the deaths of billions of innocent farmers, hunters, merchants, sculptors, and more?” 
 
    “Perhaps the Seventh Heaven will think about that too, one day,” Hadjar growled out. “It will think about the lives of ordinary people.” 
 
    Indicating that their conversation was over with his furious expression, Hadjar crawled on. Freya, hovering behind him, looked a little sad, but was ultimately happy. 
 
    “I told you… You are a good person, Hadjar Darkhan.” She whispered. 
 
    Hadjar had no time to think about her words. He didn’t care whether she was right or not. He didn’t care whether the Seventh Heaven had made it so that at this very hour, at this very moment, Hadjar was crawling through a magic swamp and toward danger. All he knew was that he had the power to stop what had once happened to his family, to save many from such suffering and misfortune. Hadjar alone was able to do this. And that was the most important thing. He wouldn’t stop, his blade wouldn’t waver, even if him doing so would be the will of the false gods. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1078 
 
      
 
   H adjar stopped once he was atop a hill overlooking a swampy lake. There were small islands on its surface. Unusual, wide trees grew low to the ground on these islands. Their trunks looked an awful lot like human bodies frozen in agonized death throes. Some of them had parts that looked very much like human faces on their trunks, distorted by grimaces of pain. Some of them seemed to be moving slowly. With an endless cry of despair and terrible pain, unable to express themselves properly, they seemed to bleed a thick, green slush that spilled into the lake from runes carved on these strange trees. 
 
    Once it reached the water, the green substance turned into snakes and twisted into clumps with other snakes, gathering under a scarlet mist that crept over the calm surface of the swamp. The mist came from the robes of a woman who was as beautiful as she was terrifying. Her dark, reddish skin glistened, looking as smooth as satin. Her arms were outstretched, her hands raised as if in prayer to the darkness of the trees above her, revealing the high slit of her scarlet dress. She had a slender waist and lush thighs. Her scarlet dress floated over the water, turning into the mist. Atop her head were two black horns, from which thick tar dripped into the lake. The witch’s green eyes glowed with a bright, unnatural light. The same light streamed out of her hands and moved up behind her, gradually forming a magical seal comprised of many eerie symbols. Hadjar had never seen anything like it before. She was singing something in a growling, barking language. Hadjar could barely make out the words. 
 
    “Durhadir gnak kargoph. Durhadir o bek surgak. Durhadir…” 
 
    “Bring the next one!” A cloaked figure standing on the shore of the lake waved its left hand. A young girl in a white robe came out of the shadows. Barefoot, she walked awkwardly through the wet moss. It clung to her like leeches, leaving deep, bloody marks on her feet. 
 
    “No… please…” The sobbing girl begged. “Please... have mercy... I have an ill mother I have to take care of...” 
 
    “DURHADIR!” The horned witch suddenly screamed. The seal above her head flashed with a bright green light. 
 
    The snakes in the lake, which had been quietly coiling into a ball mere moments ago, rushed forward. Some of them attacked the girl, while the others attacked the witch. The latter waved a magic lantern in front of herself, and the snakes hissed and dove back into the water. The girl wasn’t so lucky. The snakes sank their fangs into her legs and knocked her to the ground. The moss began to cling to her body and clothing, tearing off bloodstained shreds of her white robe. The snakes dragged the screaming, begging girl into the water. 
 
    “Please! Stop!” She screamed. “Please!” 
 
    She clawed at the moss that was gnawing at her flesh. The ground around her was soaked with blood. 
 
    Hadjar smelled copper and tasted iron on the tip of his tongue. He’d only felt this sort of sensation on battlefields the morning after a battle, after hundreds of thousands of bodies had been left scattered everywhere. But there had been no fighting here, and there were no bodies to be seen. 
 
    “No!” The girl screamed. 
 
    More snakes came out of the water. They clung to her arms and tore her away from the hungry, slurping, bloody moss, lifting her into the air in order to plunge her into the water. 
 
    “DURHADIR!” The witch repeated, and raised her hands again. 
 
    The body of the girl was bent at an unnatural angle. Her mouth opened in a silent, eerie scream. A column of green light shot out from her throat and eyes. Inside the light, Hadjar saw the silhouette of the unlucky girl. Damn it… It was almost like what he’d seen in the Karnak jungle. A moment later, the girl disappeared into the lake, and the seal above the witch’s head became even more saturated. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Hadjar?” Freya sounded displeased. 
 
    “What am I waiting for?” Hadjar asked, dumbfounded. “Aren’t you supposed to interrupt the ritual? Or at least tell me what, by all the demons, I should do?” 
 
    “Kill the witch before she summons Durhadir’s Shadow here.” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to the lake. The fairy probably wasn’t doing anything because she was bound by the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. Those really got in the way sometimes. 
 
    The witch was clearly being protected by the snakes, which possessed a strange energy, of a kind that Hadjar had never seen before. He could at least sense the power radiating off them, which meant they weren’t completely alien and… Hadjar’s thoughts were interrupted by an order from the cloaked figure. 
 
    “Next!” 
 
    Another victim in a white robe appeared from the forest thicket. This time, it was an adult man. He didn’t beg or whine, he just kept marching forward, his eyes full of rage, contempt, and deep resentment. The scars on his arms made it clear that he’d once fought for his homeland. He was a warrior. And now the same homeland he and his comrades had shed blood, sweat, and tears for was selling him so easily. It had sold not only his flesh and life, but also his very soul, all to satisfy its terrible ambitions. 
 
    Hadjar had been betrayed many times in his life, but his homeland had never turned its back on him. Even when he’d drawn his sword against it, it had met the blow head-on. That didn’t make Darnassus any better than Lascan. Not at all. It just proved that Hadjar had been more fortunate than this Lascanian warrior. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, mortal?” 
 
    “I’m not waiting, I’m planning,” Hadjar responded and sank into the moss. It tried to devour him like it had the girl, but a Lord’s flesh was far less vulnerable than that of a mortal. Hadjar felt an unpleasant tingling sensation, but nothing more. 
 
    “This mortal has a powerful soul and a strong will,” Freya persisted. “He’ll almost be enough to complete the summoning seal. You don’t have much time left, Hadjar!” 
 
    “It’s just one person. I’ve seen ten thousand-” 
 
    Suddenly, he remembered the Lascanian legionaries trying to take the village tracker, Shulen, with them. They’d demanded that he show them the way. Of course! The various squads hadn’t been acting as a single unit, otherwise the villages would’ve quickly learned that their own people had been taken to be slaughtered. No, they were separate units, and therefore… 
 
    After absorbing some of the Lascanian warrior’s soul, the seal turned red and flickered slightly. But Hadjar had already learned everything he needed to know. Drawing his sword, he charged, but not at the witch. His target was the cloaked figure.  
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 Chapter 1079 
 
      
 
   С utting through the air, Hadjar created an echo around him in the form of a white lightning bolt, which left deep burns on the trees, ones that almost looked like sword slashes. The green slime shot at his face. However, he was so fast that it could only touch his afterimages. The Blue Blade came down on the head of the cloaked figure... and bounced off with a thud that split the sky in half. A mighty stream of power and energy flashed into existence as a towering, blue-green column. Breaking through the dense canopy above, it sped toward the evening stars. 
 
    “Next!” The cultivator, who had taken off his hood, shouted. 
 
    The witch behind him continued to cast her spell. Another Lascanian came out of the forest. Hadjar swore. The cloaked figure had turned out to be a Nameless wielding a strange, long, curved, sickle-like Bedouin blade. 
 
    “Hey!” Hadjar called out to the warrior who’d already been bitten by the green snakes. “Fight them as long as you can! Otherwise, your family won’t live to see the dawn!” 
 
    The Lascanian had no reason to believe Hadjar. Moreover, he probably hadn’t even been able to hear his words through the haze of pain. But that was what set a man apart from a mere boy — his desire to protect what was dear to him, even in the face of death. With an animalistic roar, he grabbed the moss. A cry of pain pierced Hadjar’s ears. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the carnivorous plant devouring the warrior’s flesh down to the bone. Dozens of snakes were biting into the man’s body in an attempt to pull him inside the lake. Just as many of them rushed toward Hadjar, but when they came across the light of the cultivator’s lantern, they returned to the lake with a hiss. Hadjar gained a few more seconds he could use to send the Nameless to his forefathers. 
 
    “Blue robes and a blue sword...” His opponent suddenly hummed thoughtfully. “Are you the Mad General of Darnassus?” 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan,” Hadjar confirmed with a nod. 
 
    As soon as he did, the sounds around him became louder and the wind rustled in his hair. Hadjar could already hear the Name of the Wind anywhere, but right now, it was much easier. 
 
    “My name is Urig Davilos.” The cultivator bent down and carefully placed the lantern next to him. He turned its valve, and the fire surged up thrice as strong. A bright circle of light illuminated the clearing, fighting back the acrid gloom. The snakes hissed at its edge, but didn’t dare try to crawl inside. 
 
    The Lascanian cultivator grabbed the hilt of his sword with both hands and, slightly bending his knees, assumed an offensive stance. Streams of green energy swirled around him. The pressure of a Barony spread out all around him. 
 
    “It’s an honor to fight you.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at his enemy, and then at the victim, who was no longer visible under all the snakes. He needed to finish this duel as quickly as possible… He allowed the Name of the Wind to enter him. The wind filled his lungs, became his arms and legs, became his very heart and will. 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword, and a shower of white lightning bolts, forming the silhouette of a blue-black dragon, tore out from it and followed the direction of his swing. He was incredibly fast. Thousands of white lightning bolts surged through the air, their echoes flooding the surrounding area. Some of them tore through the magical forest. Others swirled over the heads of the victims and their executioners. Screams filled the forest. The Lascanians couldn’t withstand the pressure and disappeared in a bloody haze. 
 
    Holding the Blue Blade in a reverse grip, Hadjar spun like a corkscrew. His opponent’s curved blade and the wave of green light that formed an eerie mouth swept past him, an inch away from his body, but didn’t even get to touch his clothes. 
 
    Once he was above his opponent’s head, Hadjar slashed at him. He put all the power and speed he possessed into his attack. A stream of blue light first punched through the Nameless, and then shot into the sky like a roaring dragon. There, the Lord of the Heavens created from the mysteries of the Wind and Sword spread its wings and roared, tearing apart the veil of white clouds. 
 
    The Nameless, cut in half, didn’t even fall to the ground. Only the pitiful clang of his sword and the crackle of his Divine level armor, which was disintegrating into smoldering fragments, was left. Hadjar’s attack, empowered by the Wind, had been so monstrous that it had simply vaporized the Nameless’ body. But there was no time for him to rejoice in his victory over an opponent who surpassed Hadjar by a whole level of power. 
 
    Without stopping, he turned back into a roaring lightning bolt and rushed forward. He could feel his energy body trembling, his blood boiling. Every second he held the Name of the Wind inside him brought him closer to oblivion. He didn’t know how to use the power he had gained, and that ignorance was killing him. 
 
    Regardless, he pressed on, picking up the lantern and smashing it as he charged, then he hurled it into the tangle of green snakes. Afterwards, he jumped on the witch’s horns and drove his blade straight down through her collarbone and into her heart. 
 
    Blood rained down on him. 
 
    “Too… late…” A wide smile twisted the witch’s face. The seal above her head burst into a torrent of violent, searing light. The corpse of the Lascanian warrior who had lost his soul was disappearing into the water. 
 
    Hadjar, who’d let go of the Wind by now, assumed a defensive stance. He was enveloped by the tail of a dragon created from his Wind and Sword mysteries. 
 
    The attack that struck him was stronger than anything he’d experienced before. A stream of green light, exploding out of the seal, dragged him across the swamp, smashed him through several trees and rocks, and then finally subsided. 
 
    Hadjar got to his feet. Shallow wounds and cuts covered his body. As he watched, his torn armor gradually began to recover. Spitting out blood, he looked inside himself. His energy body wasn’t in the best condition, but that was more due to him using the Wind so recklessly than a consequence of the attack. 
 
    “Enemy? Is that you, my old enemy?” 
 
    The upper half of a creature’s torso emerged from the seal. His white visage, covered with fine hair, was a cross between a human face and that of a goat. Long ears flopped in different directions, and small horns protruded from his temples, above which, atop the head itself, were much bigger horns. The horns grew not only on the creature’s head, but his back and sides as well. The figure, wearing a black fur coat fastened with a steel buckle, was leaning on a walking stick, which was also still hidden inside the seal. His bright red eyes glittered in the darkness. 
 
    “My enemy, we meet again…” 
 
    Hadjar was about to comment on how often he heard this, but suddenly stopped. The creature hadn’t called him a ‘descendant of his Enemy,’ and instead... 
 
    “Help me, Hadjar!” Freya, leaving streams of golden radiance behind in her wake, flew past Hadjar. “Don’t let him leave the seal completely!” 
 
    Hadjar rushed after Freya. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1080 
 
      
 
   B oth Orune and Traves had told him that he should always fight with just ninety percent of his power, leaving ten percent in reserve in order to overcome an opponent’s trump card, or to save his life in time of great need. He didn’t know whether the late Nameless had thought the same. But if not for his lantern, it was unlikely that Hadjar, even if he’d used one hundred percent of his power, would’ve been able to break through the snakes. 
 
    He saw a small figure emerging from the cracking, crumbling seal in front of him, and it felt inexplicable. It was as if he were looking at a distant star, a ray of spring sunshine, a huge mountain rising up somewhere near the very edge of the horizon. He wasn’t an ordinary flesh-and-blood creature, not even a Spirit made up of energy. He was something metaphysical, something unreal, a being on a completely different level of existence. 
 
    “AAAAHHHH!” Hadjar shouted, bringing everything he had to bear. 
 
    The Name of the Wind became his breath, and the whirlwinds of the True Blue Wind Sword Kingdom raged. Imbued with his will, it seeped into this reality in a flash of blue light, encompassing everything within a radius of two miles. 
 
    Hadjar’s sword shone like a torch, and his eyes flashed like gems. He put everything he had into this attack: all his power, all his mysteries, all his will, his entire Kingdom, and even a small grain of the Name of the Wind. 
 
    “Torn Sky: Dragon Storm!” 
 
    He sliced through space itself with his blade, and a huge dragon instantly burst out of the white tear in reality. The attack’s power was six times greater than usual. The dragon, writhing in the air, stretched out, showing off fangs the length of a siege spear. Made of lightning and swords, they were a part of a maw that could swallow a chunk of some fortress wall and several carts to boot. The huge creature, spreading its wings, with which it cut down hundreds of trees, became Hadjar’s sword, and struck the Shadow. 
 
    “You aren’t the Enemy,” the goatman whispered. “What are you?” 
 
    He didn’t do anything. He didn’t move the cane he was leaning on, didn’t stick out his horns, didn’t raise his hands, didn’t so much as blink his bloody, amber eyes. Durhadir’s Shadow didn’t even use any magic. Hadjar didn’t understand what exactly happened, but the strongest attack he could perform without risking his own demise simply disappeared. The huge dragon’s maw, followed by an equally massive body, burst and disappeared in a whirl of its own energy. It dissipated, making the streams of the World River tremble slightly. 
 
    Hadjar was thrown hundreds of paces away, and he knocked down trees, crushed rocks, and dug a deep furrow in the ground in the process, and then, like a ragdoll, was thrown almost a mile into the sky before finally being forcefully driven into the ground a few feet from the Shadow. 
 
    “ARRRGGGGGHHHH!” Still unaware of what was happening, the broken, shattered Hadjar lay in a huge crater. His arms were limp. The bones in them had been crushed. The bloody shards had torn through his flesh, and his blood now flowed across the ground. His tattered robes couldn’t cover the entrails spilling out of his stomach, nor the puddles of brown and scarlet underneath what had once been Hadjar’s body. His left leg hung by a thin strand of muscle and flesh. The right was utterly broken. His energy body was completely crushed. 
 
      
 
    [Urgent message! 
 
    The host is in critical condition. 
 
    Structural damage: 99 %. 
 
    Recovery: impossible. 
 
    Termination of all systems in: 3... 2... 1…] 
 
      
 
    “This is no time to lie down on the job, mortal!” The fairy’s voice sounded like thunder compared to the all-consuming silence of the world. 
 
    Hadjar was enveloped in a golden glow, and then he found himself lying at the bottom of the same crater, but... he was once more battle ready. 
 
      
 
    [Urgent message! 
 
    The host is in perfect condition. 
 
    State of all structures: 100 %   
 
    Error… Error… Error… 
 
    The host’s state… 
 
    Error... 
 
    Restarting… 
 
    Approximate time until restart is completed: 2 hours, 35 minutes, and 12... 11... 10 seconds.] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar would definitely disable these stupid messages! 
 
    He stood up, looked down at himself in surprise, and then hopped up and down to make sure. With the exception of his rapidly recovering armor, there wasn’t a single trace left of the horrific damage that had been done to him. 
 
    “Great.” Hadjar cracked his neck and moved to the surface with a single jump. The crater, which was almost a hundred feet deep and five times as wide, was left behind. 
 
    There was a battle raging. The golden fairy’s sword repeatedly struck the Shadow of the goatman, who was just staring at his opponent. Freya, leaving flashes of golden light behind over and over again, struck the invisible barrier that stood  around Durhadir’s Shadow. Surprisingly, there were no flashes of monstrous power, no disturbances in the streams of the World River, or any other signs of their battle. The Shadow of the goatman was gradually emerging from the green seal and the fairy was tearing into him, trying to break through his invisible defenses. 
 
    Hadjar took a step forward and froze. There, an inch in front of him, was an invisible line, beyond which he’d end up broken, destroyed, annihilated. Just like the grass, trees, and water around the furious battle. Hadjar then realized that what he had mistaken for water vapor at first was actually reality itself gradually falling apart. The battle between Freya and the Shadow of the ancient deity was gradually destroying this world. 
 
    “Help me, mortal!” Freya shouted. “I can’t handle him alone!” 
 
    How did she expect Hadjar to help her? He couldn’t even approach this battle, and not because he couldn’t ignore his fear. He literally couldn’t move. 
 
    “I still need this body, my brave disciple,” He heard a familiar voice in his head. It was the Black General. “You’re a long way from even breathing in the presence of that pathetic goat’s Shadow.” 
 
    This time, Hadjar didn’t hear the voice in his head, but with his own ears. He turned slowly toward the sound. Beside him, wrapped in a cloak, stood the first Darkhan. The wind ruffled his tattered clothes and his white-and-gray hair as it blew past. A hood hid his wrinkled, aged face. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1081 
 
      
 
   A fter a moment of confusion, Hadjar realized that the Black General wasn’t actually in this reality. His clothes and hair were indeed fluttering in the wind, but the Shadow’s attack hadn’t actually stirred up any wind. 
 
    “How are you doing that?” Hadjar asked, dumbfounded. “Are you messing with my head?” 
 
    “Believe me, my brave disciple, I’m the last person you should worry about doing that. There are so many creatures playing with your mind, soul, and destiny that if I were to just list them all, you would be overwhelmed by the sheer number.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “A fish doesn’t have to worry about a dragon hunter until it becomes a dragon. It should worry about the fisherman instead.” 
 
    “What the-” 
 
    The Black General, clearly not intending to continue their conversation, moved on. He didn’t leave any footprints, as he was just an illusion that Hadjar presumed only he could see, but… The Shadow of the goatman, who had been concentrating on his duel with the golden fairy, suddenly turned toward the Black General. They stared at each other. How was this possible? He remembered the old man who’d talked to him in Traves’ memories. 
 
    “I was right,” Durhadir’s Shadow said. “There’s no point in this little flame listening to our conversation, my old friend.” 
 
    “You haven’t changed much, goat,” the Black General replied with a sneer. Hadjar just stood there. Whatever was happening right now was beyond his power and beyond his understanding. “Except I remember you having twelve horns, and I only see eight now.” 
 
    The goatman appeared to smile. A grimace distorted his muzzle. 
 
    “Are you laughing, Shadow of the dark god?” The fairy screamed. “I’ll destroy you!” 
 
    With renewed zeal, she threw herself at the Shadow’s invisible barrier. But it seemed like all her attempts were fruitless. How had she believed that Darnassus could destroy this creature? Maybe the Emperor had some ancient artifacts he could use… The Ever-Seeking Spear that had killed a god! 
 
    “You left too soon, my friend,” Durhadir declared. 
 
    “Not by choice, my old enemy,” the Black General replied quietly. “Not by choice…” 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance to finish our fight,” the dark god continued. “For countless years, you and the army of the Seventh Heaven stood guard over that monstrosity in the womb of the universe, the six Primordial ones. You fought with honor... but you left the battlefield. For the sake of a mortal. You dishonored yourself and your Inheritance, descendant of the Primordial.” 
 
    “I found a cause more meaningful than simply fighting for peace, my old enemy.” The Black General stood still. Only his hair and cloak fluttered. Hadjar honestly didn’t understand what they were talking about. “There is no sense in the endless feud between mortals... gods... Spirits… and demons.” 
 
    “That’s why you almost destroyed us all? All the worlds and what lies between them?” 
 
    Between them? What the fuck? 
 
    “You, the creatures of the interworld, will one day be the only thing that exists in this universe.” The Black General sounded sad. “And then you’ll experience a fraction of the loneliness I’ve endured.” 
 
    “Are you feeling sorry for yourself, my old friend? You, the one who led a mighty army against us? The one who fought demons and Spirits? Do you truly feel sorry for yourself?” 
 
    “I feel sorry for this world, my old enemy.” The Black General turned his head slightly in Hadjar’s direction, and then looked at the Shadow. “One day, I’ll destroy it. I’ll destroy all four worlds. I’ll destroy what lies between them. And from the ashes of the old, the new world will be born. That’s how I’ll finish my journey with the honor and dignity of a warrior.” 
 
    The grimace on the goatman’s face grew even more unsettling, and then he let out a bleating, unpleasant laugh. He waved his hand, and Freya was tossed away. 
 
    “When we, the dark gods, take the Book of Thousands and rewrite the history of the universe, you won’t be in it, Black General. You’re just the Jasper Emperor’s hound! You’ll disappear! Both you and your Inheritance! The world won’t know your fire, won’t see your rage, won’t sing songs and create legends about you! You’ll fall into true nothingness, the depths of which you’ve yet to experience. That is where you’ll rule!” 
 
    There was a brief silence in the swamp. It was like a smoldering ember in an extinguished fire, or like the last creak of a weather vane after a storm. It was small, insignificant, and fleeting. 
 
    “Well then,” the Black General sighed. He tilted his head back and looked up at the sky lit by the gemlike, distant stars. “It’s better to rule over the true void than it is to serve in a false reality.” 
 
    “You fool-” 
 
    The Black General waved his hand. Then Hadjar felt himself wave his own hand. His will, in a manner that was foreign to him, merged with the Name of the Wind. But it didn’t subdue him, and he didn’t become its slave. It became a part of him. The lantern left behind by the Nameless soared up and crashed into the green seal. Hadjar didn’t understand what just happened. He also didn’t understand why his hand was back under his control and his will no longer a part of the Wind. As soon as the light of the lantern touched the seal, it crumbled into fragments that disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    “We’ll meet again, my enemy!” Durhadir’s Shadow roared as it disappeared in a swirl of primordial darkness. “We’ll meet again...” And he looked straight into Hadjar’s eyes as he said those last few words. 
 
    And then all was still. The seal and the Shadow of the dark god were gone. What remained was the terrible destruction around them, reminiscent of the aftermath of a battle between two titans. Or rather, of a battle between one of the strongest messengers of the gods and the Shadow of a being against whom those very same gods had once had to fight. 
 
    “You controlled my body,” Hadjar whispered. “You controlled my will... How is that even possible? You are bound by the elven poison! You can’t interfere with my life! You’re just a prisoner and-” 
 
    “We’re all prisoners, my disciple.” The Black General turned and walked over to Hadjar. “You can keep wondering how I did what I did, but... you’re still just a fish. Not a dragon.” 
 
    “You-” 
 
    “Look around you, Hadjar Darkhan,” the Black General interrupted him. “If it hadn’t been for me, the White Dragon Region would’ve been destroyed by the morning of the next day. Everyone you know and love would’ve been killed. It would’ve happened because you’re weak. You’re so weak that the mere Shadow of that pathetic goat almost destroyed you. So become stronger, my disciple. Become stronger so that one day, we can actually fight.” 
 
    The Black General disappeared. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1082 
 
      
 
   “W -what happened?” Freya asked in confused horror. 
 
    Hadjar, who’d just been released by the Black General’s will, awoke from his trancelike state. 
 
    “The lantern,” he said immediately. “When you distracted Durhadir’s Shadow, I threw the lantern at the seal. The artifact destroyed the spell, but it was also destroyed in the process.” 
 
    Freya looked from Hadjar to the swamp, then back to him. 
 
    “You aren’t lying, which makes your words even more implausible. What are you hiding from me, mortal?” 
 
    “We all have a right to our own secrets, don’t we, Freya?” 
 
    They stared at each other for a while, and then the fairy sighed, “Then we’ll part ways here,” she said a little hesitantly. “I’ll have to cover up the traces of our fight so that an anomaly doesn’t form. So, let’s move on to the most important thing. What do you want?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hadjar was taken aback. 
 
    “You helped the Seventh Heaven, and we aren’t used to being indebted to a mere mortal. So tell me what you want, and it’ll be done.” 
 
    “How far can I push this?” 
 
    “As far as your mind can take you,” Freya said firmly. “You can have any potions that are available in the four worlds. Any artifacts. Any knowledge. Any Techniques. Anything you want. But only a single copy of it, of course.” 
 
    Any artifacts or knowledge… Hadjar could wish for a complete set of the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ meditation Technique right now, and he’d get it. He could wish for an artifact of such great power that, with it, he would be able to chase the Dragon Emperor around the Ruby Palace like a cruel child would chase a puppy. He could ask for an elixir that would make him immortal. Or knowledge that would help him bring back all those he had lost from the circle of rebirth. He would have asked for something like that… if he wasn’t Hadjar Darkhan. If it wouldn’t have cost him his honor. 
 
    “I didn’t help the Seventh Heaven,” Hadjar replied. He sheathed his sword, turned, and stepped toward the white lightning that came down from the sky. “I helped the people.” 
 
    He disappeared, and Freya was left alone. 
 
    “I told you… You are a good person,” the fairy sighed. “Maybe that’s why you’re such a fool.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He won’t make it, and we’ll-” 
 
    Interrupting Rekka’s complaining, a white lightning bolt came down from the sky, from which Hadjar emerged. 
 
    “That’s a hanging stone, alright.” Hadjar looked at the local landmark in surprise. A dozen feet above the Imperial Road, there was a miracle of nature — a boulder weighing about ten tons that was just floating there without any support, casting a shadow across the road. It looked eerily like it had been hung there by something, hence its name. The rain had left tracks across its surface, and the wind had rounded out its once sharp edges. 
 
    “Fucking barbarian!” Rekka murmured. 
 
    “Aren’t you glad that he’s back?” Tom chuckled. 
 
    Looking tipsy as usual, he sipped from a bottle. Raven’s Wing sat silently on his horse and just nodded. Chin’Ameh and Annette huddled in the coach, trying to escape the cold beneath a pile of furs. Hadjar had left them less than ten hours ago, but it felt like a month had passed. It was still snowing, and the wind was blowing from the northern mountains. The world was blissfully unaware that Durhadir’s Shadow had almost appeared in it. 
 
    “What kind of ritual was it?” Rekka inquired, ignoring Tom. She looked utterly disinterested when she asked this, as if she’d just asked him about the weather. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Hadjar shrugged. “I stopped it before I could figure out what was actually happening.” 
 
    “That’s the Hadjar I know!” Tom raised his bottle in salute. “He destroys everything around him first, and then he questions what it was afterwards.” 
 
    “When did I ever destroy everything around me?” 
 
    “I don’t have enough fingers to count all the times I’ve seen you do that.” 
 
    “You are a barbarian, after all!” Rekka butted in. “Now, if you please, may we continue our journey?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Hadjar approached the coach, and Tom made room for him. Hadjar jumped on and cracked the reins. The Blood Mustangs took off, and Raven’s Wing’s horse galloped beside them. 
 
    A few minutes later, Hadjar asked the question that had been bothering him: 
 
    “Who are the dark gods?” He asked in the Black General’s language. 
 
    “Here we go again!” Rekka snapped. “With all due respect, honorable Raven’s Wing, this is getting to be too suspicious!” 
 
    “With all due respect,” the sectarian replied in the Darnassian tongue, “But my business with Hadjar is none of your business.” Then he answered Hadjar in the same language the question had been asked in. “Was the altar created to summon a dark god?” 
 
    “His Shadow…” 
 
    Raven’s Wing nodded and thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “You’ll find out sooner or later, so I don’t see any reason to hide this from you. I’ll tell you what I know. It isn’t even a secret, really. Before the humans knew about the path of cultivation, the gods of the Seventh Heaven fought against the dark gods. They, and those like them, broke away from the Spirits and decided to rule the universe. As a result of the ensuing power struggle, they were banished from all four worlds to the space between them, the void. They became a part of it, and now wish to expand it and turn all four worlds into the void.” 
 
    “You mean destroy them?” 
 
    “Turn them into nothing,” Raven’s Wing corrected. “It’s hard for us mortals to tell apart emptiness and annihilation, but... it’s easy for the dark gods. The first Darkhan fought them until the Heavenly Sage, the weakest of the gods, the great-grandfather of the White Dragon, sealed the border and put an end to that war.” 
 
    “The weakest of them? He put an end to a war that the Black General couldn’t win?” 
 
    Raven’s Wing nodded. 
 
    “After that, they talked. A year and a day later, the Black General betrayed his masters and fled to the mortal world.” 
 
    “And they gave him the title of ‘Enemy.’” 
 
    Raven’s Wing grinned and looked at Hadjar: 
 
    “Have you ever wondered why our ancestor gets called the ‘Enemy’ by the dark gods, the gods of the Seventh Heaven, the Spirits, and even demons, but not... by humans?” 
 
    Hadjar was about to correct him, but didn’t. He realized that the man was right… No human myth or song called him the Enemy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar stood on the bank of a wide river. 
 
    “This is where you and I part ways.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh stood beside him, leaning on a staff he’d recently carved. During the past week and a half of peaceful traveling, he’d recovered enough to properly hide his true self from the rest of the squad. 
 
    “Thank you for helping me, Sage,” Hadjar bowed. “Where are you going now?” 
 
    “Home, of course.” The dragon’s answer shocked him. “To the Dragon Lands. I have a lot to do, Hadjar. And as thanks for your help, I’ll give you this gift.” 
 
    He handed him a small, blue silk ribbon. 
 
    “What is this?” Hadjar couldn’t sense any energy or mysteries in the object. 
 
    “It’s said that this ribbon once belonged to a traveling wizard, who received it as a gift from a phoenix, and then braided it into the hair of the most beautiful princess,” Chin’Ameh explained. “According to the legend, if you tie it around the wrist of the one you love, it’ll bind you together in a bond that even death can’t break. It’s just a useless trinket to me, but... I feel like you should have it.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the ribbon. Then he tied his hair back with it. 
 
    “Thank you, Sage Chin’Ameh.” 
 
    The wizard nodded and said: 
 
    “We’ll meet again, Hadjar Darkhan. Say goodbye to Annette for me. It was a pleasure talking with her.” He disappeared without leaving a single trace. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the other side of the river, where the walls of the Lascanian capital loomed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1083 
 
      
 
   “W here’s the geezer?” Rekka asked as she took the harnesses off the horses. Hadjar was about to answer her when she raised her hand and shook her head. “Actually, spare me your blatant lies.” 
 
    Hadjar shrugged and walked over to Tom, who’d been staring at the other side of the river. 
 
    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Tom said with admiration and a touch of envy. His arms crossed, clutching a bottle in one hand, he stared at Lascer, the capital of the Lascan Empire. 
 
    “It is,” Hadjar agreed. 
 
    Dahanatan was a real marvel: its golden domes, countless Palaces, huge walls that rose all the way up to the clouds, and the three best martial arts Schools that stood atop its hills combined into true splendor. Dahanatan was also very new. Its construction had been started by the late father of the current Emperor. The city had only truly flourished under Morgan. The previous capital of Darnassus had been destroyed in one of the attempts to rip the Empire apart. It seemed like after Lascan had managed to destroy the heart of the Empire, nothing would ever rise from the ashes, but... Morgan the Fearless had disagreed. 
 
    As far as Hadjar knew, while the rest of the Imperial Family had been murdered, Morgan had been hiding in the Moonlight Sect. A place where he’d learned martial arts, tactics, strategy, scheming, and other things he’d needed as a future Emperor. No wonder he’d treated the Sect as a second home… Perhaps that was why he’d sent Hadjar to destroy it. He knew that stones weren’t what made a home, but its atmosphere did, that feeling that made it a place you wanted to return to. 
 
    The old ‘home’ of Darnassus — its first capital — had been completely destroyed, but its spirit had lived on in the people, and these people had built Dahanatan, which meant ‘Immortal darn’ in the ancient language. A ‘darn’ was a simple peasant who worked the fields. Many eons ago, back when Erhard had made his Empire out of the Hundred Kingdoms of the White Dragon Region, right where the sprawling Darnassus stood today, there’d been endless fields that had fed the massive Empire. 
 
    Hadjar assumed that Morgan had decided not to keep all the knowledge and Inheritance of the Moonlight Sect for himself, but to pass it on in order to keep the spirit of the Sect alive. His plans became obvious when Hadjar saw the ancient capital of Lascan. 
 
    Back in the era of the Hundred Kingdoms, Lascer had already been the capital of a country, the name of which could be translated as ‘The Garden of Satyrs.’ These days, that was the name of the Palace complex of the Emperor, who was only three years old. More disturbingly, the Regent Mother had supposedly gone so crazy after her husband’s death that she still breastfed her son… But maybe that was only gossip. 
 
    As for Lascer, just looking at its walls made it clear that this wasn’t just a city or a river port, but something monumental, something ancient. It had survived so many centuries and millennia that it had its own Spirit. 
 
    Huge fortress towers, which were part of a single defensive layer, rose three or even four miles high. How difficult had it been to build such a thing? Hadjar didn’t even try to imagine it. Each of the round towers was decorated with sharp battlements, which were easily a hundred feet tall. They cut through the clouds, and their tops glittered with gems. Given that Hadjar could see them from way down here, they were definitely huge. 
 
    Behind the round towers were a few hundred feet of solid wall, followed by smaller, rectangular towers, then round towers again, over and over, ending at the southern gates. The wall looked like a mashup of various kinds of fortifications. 
 
    A person would assume that the Garden of Satyrs would be in the middle of the city, but they’d be wrong. In the center stood two huge, identical columns. At the top of each column sat a huge harpy, whose wings were spread out, making it look like they’d fly off at any moment. Facing each other with peaceful and enlightened expressions, they formed a broken circle. 
 
    “I wonder if what they say is true: you can only get into or leave Lascer at sunset and dawn.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in stories.” 
 
    “This is your first time here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, honorable merchant.” 
 
    “You can skip the titles. We’re all merchants here at the northern gates. And apparently, not very successful ones, either, since we came here on our own two feet, and not through a sky port.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    Similar conversations were happening all around the bank of the deep river. Hadjar and his squad were standing atop a hill at a distance, where they had a charming view of the sun rising over the hills. The first golden rays painted the sky the colors of fall, and the city itself, cut in half by a canal, lit up like a forest fire. They’d also heard that they could only get into Lascer at dawn or sunset, when the two harpies embraced the sun in a passionate hug. 
 
    “Look! Look at that!” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “By the Forefathers! Now I can truly say that I’ve seen everything.” 
 
    As the sun rose higher, what had seemed like a river port leading into the city, one situated directly under the high wall of towers, took on the shape of a bridge that covered the river’s surface. 
 
     “Hurry up!” Some in the crowd shouted. “The bridge will only be there for a quarter of an hour! After that, you’ll have to wait for evening or the next day, if you don’t want to pay the fee for the sky port.” 
 
    The people hurried toward the city. They trod across the river, turned red by the dawning sun which was peeking through the harpies’ wings. They seemed to be walking on flaming water, but in reality, they were walking across solid stone that became tangible and visible only at dawn and sunset. This was such ancient magic that no city in the seven Empires had anything like it. Lascer was old. Older than many could even fathom. And Hadjar felt it. As he walked across the stone bridge hidden in the water, he felt like he was standing on history itself. 
 
    “Well, here we go,” Tom sighed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1084 
 
      
 
   B eyond the walls, Lascer was almost identical to Dahanatan. Hadjar suspected that Morgan had been to Lascer and had copied the best parts of its layout. It had similar wide avenues that could accommodate up to three dozen carts and carriages at once; pedestrian zones where people moved with ease; several specialized zones that were easy to tell apart; squares and canals, and so on. 
 
    Judging from the conversations that could be heard, the best Lascanian martial arts Schools were also in the city. There were five of them in Lascer. Apparently, the competition was fiercer here, which meant there were more talented cultivators in the Empire, which was already clear thanks to the difference in the number of great heroes. 
 
    The city, already decorated for the upcoming celebration, was bursting with anticipation for the evening when the Emperor’s birthday party would begin. 
 
    “They say that anyone who brings a gift for His Imperial Majesty will be able to enter the Garden of Satyrs today!” 
 
    “Really? Isn’t the Regent Mother afraid of the Darnassian dogs at all? What if assassins come with a gift?” 
 
    “To the Palace? No one born in Darnassus can enter it. It’s ancient magic!” 
 
    Hadjar and Tom exchanged glances, but Rekka just nodded. It was now clear why Raven’s Wing had been hired. Although… Hadjar wondered if he could enter the Palace or not, since Lidus had only recently acquired the status of a Barony of the Darnassus Empire… 
 
    By the High Heavens, Hadjar had never really understood magic or external energy, much less ancient versions of it. 
 
    “Well, they might be able to hire someone and-” 
 
    “All the great heroes will be there! Do you really think they’ll let anyone who brings trash or danger with them near the Prince?” 
 
    “By the way, I heard that tables covered in food and barrels of booze will be set up in the squares.” 
 
    “I heard that, too.” 
 
    “So did I!” 
 
    “Did we come here to eat and drink until we burst, or to work?” 
 
    “Can’t we combine the two?” 
 
    Everywhere, people were discussing two things: the upcoming celebration, and how strange it was that the Regent Mother accepted gifts for the Emperor, allowing everyone who could pay a certain fee to enter the Garden of Satyrs. 
 
    Of course, the person first had to register at the entrance. The squad was now heading there. Surprisingly, they reached it after just an hour and a half of going down the main avenue. 
 
    The queue, divided into forty separate lines, slowly approached the huge, wrought-iron bars, behind which lay a breathtaking garden. It looked as if it had been painted by the most talented of artists. Hadjar had never seen such variety anywhere. Even the tomb of the Shadow of the Immortal Swordsman couldn’t hold a candle to this splendor. 
 
    “A branch from the tree that was struck by the first lightning bolt? Do you think I’m an idiot? Such an artifact doesn’t even exist!” 
 
    “But, honorable guard, I’m telling the truth!” 
 
    “Go away, you liar!” 
 
    “But, honorable guard, I only wanted to pluck that blue flower over there. I need it for my collection. I’m even willing to let the Prince hold my staff.” 
 
    “Hold your what? Do you have a death wish? Or do you think you’re immortal?” 
 
    “I’m not sure you-” 
 
    “Go away!” The guard, a Nameless, threw a short young man with ash-colored hair out of the queue. 
 
    The young man, who was dressed in a shabby, patched raincoat, with holes in his sandals and canvas pants, rolled head over heels down the avenue. Getting up, he grumbled something, rubbed his back, and, without turning around, headed deeper into the city. 
 
    “Why are you standing still, barbarian?” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. When he looked back, the young man was already gone. It was strange, but he felt like he knew that odd person… 
 
    “The Dark Star Armor? An Imperial level artifact with the ability to absorb any attack below the Heaven level without getting so much as a scratch on it? Wonderful! You can present it to the Emperor!” 
 
    “Thank you, honorable guard.” 
 
    “A Deep Water Pill that can allow an initial-stage Heaven Soldier to reach the advanced stage instantly? You can pass.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you.” A sickly-looking old man, followed by five beauties, bowed to the guard and entered… 
 
    Conversations like these could be heard from all forty queues. Some were let through, some weren’t. However, a majority of the people still passed. 
 
    “I wonder if people are really so stupid as to not realize why the Regent Mother arranged all of this?” Rekka sighed. She and Annette were sitting in the coach. The rest had dismounted and were leading their horses. 
 
    There was no reason to hide the breed of the horses now. There were even more expensive and extravagant horses in the queue than the Blood Mustangs. 
 
    Hadjar even noticed a rider who had a giant, blue-and-yellow saber-tooth tiger as their mount. This made him think of Azrea. The tigress was free now, so she’d gone off on her own. The last thing Hadjar had heard about her was a rumor going around ‘The Holy Sky’ School, which claimed that there was a white monster on the Storm Mountain, gradually climbing to the top of the food chain. It sounded like Azrea’s style. Hadjar had his path of cultivation, and she had hers. 
 
    “What do you mean, Geran?” Tom really didn’t understand what was going on. Even Hadjar had taken a little while to realize what was actually happening. It had taken him half an hour in queue to figure out the Regent Mother’s plan. And Rekka, who was well-versed in scheming, had probably seen through it as soon as she’d received her task. 
 
    “You aren’t as stupid as you look, Tom,” Rekka smiled. “You’re even worse! Look around you. There’s a war going on, and she’s having a feast… How many people will give something incredible to the Emperor today? Where will all these gifts go?” 
 
    “It’s clear that this is how she collects the riches from the populace and then redistributes them to her best warriors, but-” 
 
    “I’m glad you at least got that much!” Rekka interrupted him, waving her hands theatrically and rolling her eyes. 
 
    “But,” Tom continued, frowning, “she won’t collect a lot of artifacts that way. Not everyone wants to share their hard-earned goods with the Imperial Family-” 
 
    “Look around,” Rekka interrupted him again. “The elites of Lascan are here today! They didn’t just bring what they were planning to give to the Emperor. The most elite market for artifacts, alchemy, and Techniques will be held here! Only the best of the best! In addition, unions will be made and disbanded. This is like a congress of the ruling elite. The Regent Mother-” 
 
    Rekka had to shut up, because it was now their turn. The rest of the squad finally had a chance to find out what the Emperor had sacrificed from his treasury. 
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   A fter a quick glance at their clothes and horses, the Nameless guard bowed his head slightly: 
 
    “Honorable merchants, may I ask where you’re from?” 
 
    “The Chaverie Empire,” Rekka said immediately, showing him a document that she’d prepared for this. “We’re traveling merchants, and we came here,” her eyes swept across the square, “for a specific reason. We’d like to offer this as a gift for His Imperial Majesty.” 
 
    She took a small, carved box out of her travel bag, which was protected with various kinds of magic. At a glance, there was nothing interesting about it, but Hadjar sensed a slight hint of its energy, and he instantly knew that he didn’t want to be near it. The Nameless waved his hand, and an impenetrable veil appeared around them. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” He whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Rekka responded calmly. 
 
    The cultivator nodded, “Come in. The feast will begin at nine and last until midnight, after which the garden will be at the guests’ disposal until dawn.” He cast a quick glance at Hadjar. “Just watch your servant.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tom patted Hadjar on the shoulder. “We’ll keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear.” 
 
    Hadjar gave the guard the most believable, stupid smile that he could muster. After being recognized by a legionnaire in the forest, he’d realized he would need to disguise himself. So, at the moment, with his aura suppressed (fortunately, except for the great heroes, no one would be able to figure that out), wearing his favorite, worn clothes, and his bast shoes, he really did look like a servant. 
 
    The horses and the coach were taken away by the servants of the Garden of Satyrs, who looked sympathetically at Hadjar. He responded in the same manner. It was all so authentic that the rest of the squad members felt relieved. Annette had finally traded her fur coats for a light outfit, which somewhat resembled a dress. Strangely enough, there was no winter in Lascer. Here, spring lasted forever. It might have been his paranoia acting up, but Hadjar felt like this was a bad omen. 
 
    Once they got past the guard, he had time to fully take in the beauty of the Garden of Satyrs. It was hard to compare it with anything. What he’d seen in the Forbidden City was just a cheap knockoff of the original that had inspired Morgan. It was paradise, a garden in which you felt absolute bliss and tranquility. 
 
    People walked along paths, stopped at gazebos, talked about something, and then slowly made their way toward the Palace, which glowed due to how snow-white it was. There wasn’t a single crack or gap within the stone. The perfectly white and smooth Palace complex, adorned with domes and stained-glass windows, miraculously fit into the picture. 
 
    “So, let’s go over our plan again…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The evening, which had arrived rather quickly, brought the charm of night to the beautiful Garden of Satyrs. It was as if a shy, innocent young girl had suddenly transformed into an experienced seductress, with as many broken hearts laid out at her feet as there were leaves in an autumn forest. 
 
    “It feels strange when you aren’t the main character, doesn’t it?” Tom was lounging on a bench inside the gazebo, drinking from a bottle. 
 
    Annette was reading a small scroll in silence, sitting on the steps of a building covered in magical ivy and lilac flowers. Hadjar was leaning on a column and looking at the Palace, which Rekka and Raven’s Wing had recently entered. Interestingly enough, the latter had also looked at the box Rekka had brought with her cautiously. Hadjar had only sensed its strange and deadly energy, but Raven’s Wing seemed to be aware of what was actually inside of it. 
 
    “It does,” Hadjar replied quietly, lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    “Now you understand what it’s like for us ordinary people when someone from the squad goes off to accomplish great feats, and you are left behind to wait, not knowing what to expect, and-” 
 
    “What do you think was in that box?” Hadjar interrupted his monologue. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Tom said immediately, and took another swig. “But its energy was... strange. I wouldn’t go within a mile of that box if I had any say in it.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Hadjar asked Annette. 
 
    After Rekka had shown her intended gift for the Emperor, the witch had been silent and had just read her scroll until now. 
 
    “I won’t say anything,” she replied at last. “Our mothers ordered us to never talk about such things. When Raven’s Wing comes back, ask him. Maybe he’ll tell you.” 
 
    Clearly, Annette knew something, but didn’t plan to tell Hadjar about it, and… 
 
    He suddenly felt something tugging at his hair. He turned sharply to hear the rustle of flowers, the flutter of butterfly wings, and the murmur of a stream. It was the Wind. But also… different, a stranger to him. The one that came to bring spring from the south and east. 
 
    “I need to go.” Hadjar went down the stairs of the gazebo and headed deeper into the garden. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Tom jumped to his feet. “They’ll... be done soon. Where are you going, barbarian?” 
 
    “I won’t take long.” 
 
    Hadjar walked among the flowers, realizing that he’d come to the last place he wanted to be. Annette had warned him that they’d come for him if he used magic that was only supposed to be used by Danu’s tribes. 
 
    After that warning, he’d still used the magic twice, in a very open and somewhat rough way as well. 
 
    He stood in front of a dark alleyway, and within its shadows, the presence of two creatures could be felt. Creatures that weren’t supposed to be in this world. Except… if you took the name ‘Garden of Satyrs’ literally. 
 
    “We’ve come to talk to you, mortal. Today, we’ll just talk, but-” 
 
    Behind Hadjar, coming from inside the huge, white Palace, a powerful explosion rang out. Shards of white rock landed at Hadjar’s feet. He swore. 
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   “I ’m sorry, but I don’t have time for you right now,” Hadjar bowed and turned away. 
 
    The unknown power, which had felt like a light breeze, turned into a steel whip that wrapped around Hadjar, stopping him in place. It chained him to the ground with bindings that seemed more powerful than those that had once held Traves himself. 
 
    “We came to talk and-” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this right now!” Hadjar repeated. He channeled energy into his Call’s armor, which soon appeared. The white clouds floated across the blue magic silk, and the stars flashed. The spring wind that had shackled Hadjar dissipated. Behind him, the messengers of Danu’s people whined. 
 
    “Winter...” 
 
    “Cold and dark…” 
 
    “Queen Mab... I can feel her beside you, mortal…” 
 
    “We still-” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t listen to them. He rushed to the meeting point they’d agreed on — the gazebo that he’d left just a few minutes ago. 
 
    Had Tom been right? The burning Imperial Palace, lit up by the glow of the fire, seemed to indicate that he had. From the depths of the once majestic and beautiful white building, fiery flashes and fragments of the magic stone flew out. Like cannonballs, they streaked through the night sky, turning into shooting stars that disappeared in their own heat. They rained down on the Garden of Satyrs. The shouts of the people echoed from all around. The World River trembled from the amount of energy flowing into it as people used their most powerful defensive Techniques and artifacts. 
 
    Along the way, Hadjar destroyed a huge fragment of masonry flying directly at the gazebo with his will. It exploded into a torrent of smaller shards of stone. 
 
    Next to the gazebo, Raven’s Wing was leaning on Rekka’s shoulder. He was covered in blood, with his mask split open, revealing his flesh, and she hardly looked any better off. 
 
    “What happened?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Nothing went according to plan...” She whispered. “Nothing went... according to plan...” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Suddenly, Hadjar saw Tom holding something in his arms. By the High Heavens! It was a three-year-old child. Dressed in some kind of ceremonial Imperial robes, with a small crown atop his snow-white hair, he was fast asleep and unaware of what was happening around him. But alas, Hadjar realized… He sensed a wave of power moving in their direction. It would easily sweep away anyone that got in its way. 
 
    “I’ll meet you at Delphie,” he said firmly. 
 
    “What are you-” 
 
    “Barbarian, are-” 
 
    “North Wind-” 
 
    “My brother, you’re-” 
 
    Before any of them could finish talking, a white lightning bolt struck, leaving only a small burn mark on the ground. They were gone. 
 
    Hadjar coughed and leaned on a column. Black spots appeared before his eyes. Shaking his head, he waved his hand and pulled out a pill from his spatial ring. Chin’Ameh had still given him a gift — three Hot Heart pills. Human and dragon alchemy were very different, but Hadjar hoped that after several decades of living with a dragon heart in his chest, and after practicing the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique, the pill wouldn’t send him to his forefathers. Even if it did, he had no other choice: if he didn’t take it, he’d pass out from the exhaustion brought on by moving five people outside of Lascer with the ‘White Lightning Step’ Technique. 
 
    Panting and sweating, Hadjar watched the shadows thicken before him. 
 
    “You bastards!” A woman’s scream cut through the night, turning into a roar. “I’ll tear you all apart with my bare hands! You took a child from its mother... Anyone who dares to do this needs to be prepared to face an enemy more formidable, relentless, and unstoppable than any beast or even god could ever be.” 
 
    Six people appeared in front of Hadjar, each of them exuding a power greater than he’d ever encountered among ordinary cultivators. All six of them were great heroes. Hadjar sensed their will, which was fused with their energy and mysteries. He sensed that with every breath and step they took, they could change the course of history. They were people who could bend the branches of the tree that had its roots in the past and its crown in the future. 
 
    Hadjar recognized one of the six great heroes. The others were hidden from him by shadows, and apart from their auras, he was unable to see or sense anything else. The identities of most of the great heroes remained a secret, and only the one he’d already met, Taniged the Cloudy, was revealed to Hadjar. He was wearing the same armor as before, with gauntlets on his hands, his piercing, blue eyes sharply contrasting his red hair and beard. 
 
    In front of the six great heroes stood a tall woman full of unbridled rage. She wore white clothes, had silky smooth, pale skin, and white hair which fell below her waist. There was a sense of authority and power in her every movement. This was indeed Morgan’s equal and opponent. Both in terms of power and sharpness of mind. She looked like a real Empress, the kind that ruled over the most powerful of Empires. 
 
    “You stole a child from his home!” She roared, and the air around her was compressed by the pressure of her fury. The ground cracked, and the fragments of the Palace that were still raining down turned to dust. “You took him away from his mother... There is no honor in that!” 
 
    Hadjar knew this. There was no glory in using a toddler in the war. But in his life, he had done many things that could be described as dishonest, disgraceful, and even vile. And now he could add kidnapping a toddler to the list… Well, if that was his fate… 
 
    “You’ll answer to me for this, you bastard!” 
 
    “Only to my forefathers...” He whispered, breathing heavily. “I’ll answer only to my forefathers.” 
 
    The Empress was burning with rage and hatred. Her beautiful blue eyes were full of a bestial thirst for revenge and blood. How she even managed to somewhat maintain her composure in this kind of situation was a mystery. 
 
    “Tell me where you took him, and I’ll give you a quick and painless death.” 
 
    Hadjar stayed quiet. Even if her words were true — which they probably weren’t — he still wouldn’t be able to give her an answer. They hadn’t decided on a meeting place. The Regent Mother had probably already realized that the little Emperor had been stolen in order to be exchanged for the Prince. 
 
    “I see you still have some of the dignity of a warrior left, you bastard,” the Regent Mother sneered. 
 
    She was already moving her hand toward Hadjar when Taniged stepped forward. 
 
    “Wait, honorable Regent Mother!” He dropped to his right knee and drove his fist into the ground. 
 
    Well, this was unexpected, to say the least. 
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   “W hat is the meaning of this, Taniged?” The Regent Mother’s voice shattered the stones and crushed the trees. It was becoming increasingly difficult for her to contain her rage. 
 
    “This isn’t just a nameless mercenary.” Taniged straightened up and brushed the dust off his gauntlet. “This is Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind. The one who defeated Derek of the Steppe’s army of the dead. The General of Sukhashim who turned the horde of orcs toward us.” 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan...” The Regent Mother said thoughtfully, as if remembering something. “The Mad General from a small village… The one you spared at the battle of Dahanatan.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Taniged nodded without showing any fear or regret. 
 
    “I seem to recall that when I asked you why you hadn’t taken his life, you said that there would’ve been no glory or honor in what Derek had planned to do. That Hadjar had fought too well to end him for the sake of a boy blinded by revenge.” 
 
    “That’s right. Those were my exact words, honorable Regent Mother.” 
 
    “Are you, Taniged the Cloudy, son of a merchant and a peasant, satisfied with what your decision has brought upon us? The one you so zealously defended stole my son! Your Emperor!” 
 
    “That’s why I’m asking you to give me a chance to correct my mistake. Let me fight this bastard, and I’ll beat the truth out of him!” 
 
    She looked at Hadjar, then at Taniged. 
 
    “The Mad General,” she repeated. “I’ve heard songs about you. They say your heart knows no fear… That you defeated a man whose face outshone the sun. That you brought a city down from the sky. Destroyed two sects on your own. Survived the Karnak jungle. Became a brother to the orcs... The songs about you are sung even in Lascan. Only in a whisper, though, so that neither I nor my people can hear them… You’re a hero to the common folk, a symbol of the belief that everyone’s freedom and destiny is in their own hands.” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. The days when he and Nero had listened to the songs that bards and minstrels had composed about their adventures were long behind him. Usually, they were gross exaggerations of reality. 
 
    “This symbol of freedom will be destroyed today,” the Regent Mother declared, her eyes flashing. “When you are strung up above the walls of Lascer, miserable and half-dead, everyone will see who holds true power!” 
 
    The Regent Mother’s white robes fluttered as she walked back toward the shadows to join the other five great heroes. Apparently, not all of the strongest Lascanian warriors and mages were here. The others were most likely pursuing his squad. Hadjar hoped that the Secret Office, together with the Forbidden City and the guard corps, had planned out their disguises and escape routes carefully. 
 
    “Take your pill, Hadjar Darkhan.” Taniged pounded his fists against his chest, and the clear sky echoed with thunder as heavy clouds began to gather. A ragged blue-gray cloak fluttered behind him. His Imperial level plate armor was decorated with dragons, phoenixes, griffins, and flying tigers. “I won’t tarnish my name by killing an exhausted warrior.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at his opponent. The son of a merchant and a peasant… He was more praiseworthy than most of those with whom Hadjar had crossed swords thus far. Maybe even more so than Hadjar himself. This was the man that both Orune and Morgan had fought with honor. 
 
    “To whom shall I bring your ashes, so that they may scatter them over your homeland?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “The one whose ashes will be scattered will be you, Hadjar Darkhan.” 
 
    Hadjar stared into Taniged’s eyes. Perhaps for the first time in his life, he felt a strange feeling, the one that poets so often wrote about and minstrels sang about with glee. When Hadjar looked at Taniged, he didn’t see an enemy. He didn’t want to draw his sword against him. Perhaps that was why he was going to fight as if this was the last duel of his life. With that thought in mind, he clenched the Hot Heart Pill and let its energy flow into his body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A young man wearing a torn, patched cloak and leaky shoes, who was leaning on a staff like he could barely walk, changed rapidly. His ashen hair was suddenly streaked with gray. His handsome face became covered in deep wrinkles. His hair grew until it touched his lower back. His mismatched blue and brown eyes reflected the wisdom of the hundreds of years that the wizard had spent in this nameless world. 
 
    He stood in the darkness of an alleyway and looked up at the sky. Thunder rumbled, and heavy, dark gray clouds appeared out of nowhere. It was as if a storm was going to strike, but kept refusing to come. The thunder was drowned out by a terrible roar, as if someone, in their wild thirst for battle, had split the Heavens and the Earth and sunk their fangs and claws even deeper, higher, all the way to the Seventh Heaven and its divine inhabitants. 
 
    The wizard couldn’t see it, but in the Garden of Satyrs, behind a young man who was clutching a black-and-blue sword that looked like a dragon’s fang, the maw of a Lord of the Heavens opened wide, and his aura turned into a charging dragon. 
 
    “Is this what you call fate?” The wizard whispered. “I’m going to die at the hands of someone I helped come into this world?” 
 
    There was only silence in response. The Goddess of Fate hardly ever spoke. Even old Gwell, her only priestess, had never heard her voice. How could the book that the wizard had never been able to steal speak? 
 
    “The south winds blow in eternal streams, bringing with them cold winters,” he whispered. “Miserable lover, you’ve won this time. But don’t think that anything will change with my death. You’ll never reach your goal. Chained down, you’ll forever rot in the grave of timelessness, and the shadows left to guard you will one day perish with you.” 
 
    A raven, perched on the branch of a shriveled tree, let out a long croak. It was as if it could feel that blood would soon be spilled nearby and a feast would then begin. The wizard looked at the bird coldly. 
 
    “The north wind, whose eyes you closed and whom you led around blindly, will see again one day. He’ll bring eternal winter, which will bind you with chains so strong that the darkness of timelessness will seem like an endless prairie by comparison. You’ll beg for it, in the end.” 
 
    There was more silence. The thunder and the fury of a maddened dragon still echoed. Then there was a voice. Quiet, whistling. Almost inaudible. Like something you’d hear in a dream. Like a reflection on the surface of muddied water. 
 
    “You have lost, halfbreed,” the voice said. The figure of a dead man appeared out of the darkness, gnawed on by rats, chains hanging from his scab-covered arms. “My goal is getting closer with each passing day... my old friend. Soon, I’ll be able to breathe in the scent of her hair once again.” 
 
    “You’re going to lose,” the wizard declared firmly, turning and slamming his staff into the ground. “Like you have thousands of times before. You’ll never see her again.” 
 
    Then he was gone, and the alleyway was silent once more. The raven croaked and the clanking of chains was drowned out by the thunder and the dragon’s roar. 
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   A s soon as the Hot Heart Pill poured energy into Hadjar, he felt as if the bellows of a blacksmith’s forge were stoking molten metal deep within his chest. His heart was pounding so hard and fast that it risked not just breaking through his ribcage, but exploding entirely, just like the Lascanian Palace. 
 
    Hadjar had to give this energy an outlet. He released both his Kingdom and his will. He heard the Wind whisper its Name to him, but he left it swirling in the blue glow around his sword. The streams of the World River trembled. The ground under his feet cracked, and the leaves of the trees froze, then suddenly disintegrated, shredded into fine dust. 
 
    The five warriors surrounding the Regent Mother drew their weapons. What they saw in front of them wasn’t a man, but a monster... In the swirling wind currents, a dragon’s maw opened in a furious cry. The monster clutched a dragon’s fang that could tear the Heavens asunder and split the Earth in half. 
 
    “This is what I expected from a disciple of Tarisfal!” Taniged laughed in the face of the obvious threat, grinning in anticipation. “This is going to be a lovely evening!” 
 
    He pushed off from the ground, leaving no cracks in it, or even a trace of his movement. He disappeared with a light pop and reappeared close to Hadjar. The blow of his gauntleted hand was so swift that white streaks of displaced air formed behind his fingers. His power was enough to make the pieces of rock breaking off from the ground follow after his attack. 
 
    This was the same attack with which Taniged had almost sent Hadjar to his forefathers a little less than six months ago. He moved as quickly as Erhard had. But this time, Hadjar saw his every movement and every step. He could sense Taniged’s power and his True Cloud Fist Kingdom. Just as he had suspected, the Lascanian also possessed a Combined Kingdom and, therefore, was also looking for something beyond it. 
 
    Turning sharply, Hadjar brought the heel of his foot down on Taniged’s jaw. Clearly expecting his opponent to use his sword, the great hero only managed to turn around enough to soften the blow, but not completely block it. Taniged was smashed into the ground. It rippled and then shot up into the sky. The shockwave was so powerful that it destroyed the gazebo behind Hadjar, uprooted the trees all around him, and then tossed them up in a mad whirlwind. Taniged was pushed to the side, leaving a deep furrow behind. His body dug a trench almost a hundred feet long before it stopped, forming a deep crater. 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened, and then Taniged calmly walked out of the crater. He rubbed his bruised jaw and licked the blood from his split lip. He cracked his knuckles and nodded. 
 
    “It’s currently one-one, Hadjar,” he said, his eyes full of excitement. 
 
    Hadjar touched his chest, where there was a faint scar in the shape of a hand. 
 
    “Not yet,” he told him, and drew his sword. 
 
    His True Kingdom flared up with renewed vigor, but it was still not enough to crush Taniged’s Kingdom. They completely canceled each other out. Like two armies of equal strength standing behind their Generals, their Kingdoms surrounded their wielders, waiting to see which one of them would win. 
 
    “Let’s get started!” Taniged assumed a fighting stance. “Cloud Tread!” 
 
    Clouds shrouded his feet, and lightning bolts flashed inside of them. They echoed across the area, capable of destroying anyone below the Lord level. The man’s will, energy, and mysteries joined together in a single Technique. That was the power of a great hero. 
 
    This time, Taniged moved even faster, and not only in a straight line, either. Disappearing at one point, he instantly reappeared at another, only to disappear from there, return to his original position, and then move toward Hadjar faster than his eyes could follow. A shallow crack split the ground where he’d stood a moment ago. Such minor damage showed how well Taniged could control his power, and that he focused it exclusively on his target. 
 
    His right fist, which was going in for a hard uppercut, was aimed at Hadjar’s jaw. The Imperial level gauntlet, strengthened by his will, was threatening. Hadjar tried to move away, but Taniged only pushed forward, and the uppercut continued, unabated, with a different trajectory. 
 
    Blocking with his sword, Hadjar felt like he was defending himself from a heavy warhammer. He felt his opponent’s energy pass through his body, and then a cloud shot out from his back. A tornado rushed toward the sky, and along the way, it easily destroyed several towers and other buildings. 
 
    Hadjar, who didn’t often fight with his fists, was about to counterattack when another hammer blow struck near his feet. The ground he’d been standing on split apart, and he felt his bones creak, but they withstood the pressure of Taniged’s kick. His muscles ached and swelled. However, his body, protected by Divine level armor reinforced by his will, resisted the attack. 
 
    Taking a step back and moving his hand away from Hadjar’s sword, Taniged jerked his body forward and slammed his shoulder into Hadjar’s chest. The collision of their bodies sent another wave of energy into the ground, almost causing a miniature earthquake. 
 
    Hadjar lost his balance and swung his sword in retaliation, even as he was launched back like a cannonball. 
 
    Taniged turned on his heel, and at the same time, in a beautiful and smooth manner, slammed his cloud-shrouded foot into Hadjar’s chest. Another burst of energy deepened the already large crater in which they were fighting. Hadjar was sent flying hundreds of feet back. He obliterated trees, toppled boulders, plowed through the ground, and then, crashing into the enchanted fence surrounding the Garden of Satyrs and coughing up a stream of blood, he broke through that, too. 
 
    He rolled a dozen feet across a square. Leaning on his sword and wiping the blood from his mouth with the sleeve of his robes, he got back up. Taniged was already standing in front of him. 
 
    “You’re as full of yourself as Tarisfal was,” he said. “The sword is the greatest weapon of all? Nonsense! People are already born with weapons — their legs and arms! Those are the strongest and greatest weapons!” 
 
    Taniged slammed his fists together again, and thunder rolled across the sky. 
 
    “Should we fight in the city?” Hadjar spat out blood, covering the pavement, “Let’s move beyond its walls...” 
 
    “I have a better suggestion,” Taniged pushed off from the ground and jumped onto one of the many towers. “Let’s find out which is more powerful, my fists or your sword!” 
 
    Hadjar looked up. Taniged was daring him to fight him in his preferred element, where he would clearly have an advantage. Without hesitation, Hadjar turned into a lightning bolt and rushed after him. The battle called to him. 
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   H adjar landed on a tower that stood across from the one where Taniged was standing. They were a mile apart, and below them lay the vast Lascanian capital. 
 
    “It’ll be dangerous,” Hadjar pointed his blade at the Palaces of the aristocrats spread out around the Garden of Satyrs. Morgan had really copied a lot from Lascer. 
 
    “It will be dangerous, but only for you.” 
 
    Taniged stretched out his right arm toward the sky. He moved his hand as if he was going to bring down some of the clouds. Power swirled around the red-haired warrior. With another clap of thunder, the clouds twisted into a wide tornado that formed an identical hand. It was a hundred feet across. 
 
    Clenching his fist, Taniged made the cloudy hand mimic his movements. With all his will and energy, he directed this attack downwards. It wasn’t very fast, but it was still an insanely powerful attack. It bore down with such power that the buildings around it began to crack, and the stones began to crumble. 
 
    “Fist of the Burning Heavens!” Taniged shouted. 
 
    A wave of energy and will went through him. It struck the cloudy hand like an orange column of pure flame, making it glow brighter than the sun. The huge fist — clouds encased in an armor of flame — came down on Hadjar. Instead of preparing a defense, he adjusted his clothes and with a smooth movement, he returned his sword to its scabbard. He tilted his left hand so that it was parallel to the horizon, then assumed a low stance, and finally, he moved his right hand over the hilt of his blade. 
 
    He stared intently at the deadly attack that was coming toward him. It would be difficult to describe the power of this Technique. It could easily destroy a city. The great heroes’ power was what kept entire armies in check, and Hadjar was now, more than ever, fully aware of that fact. 
 
    The fire fist was still miles away, but the stones beneath Hadjar’s feet were turning into lava. The air above the city was being set on fire. There were flashes of fire everywhere, which looked like the feathers of a giant, fiery bird. 
 
    “The Second Strike: Drawn Sword,” Hadjar whispered. The thunderclaps that were tearing through the sky died away. The wind, which had scattered the fires, froze. The whole world paused for a moment, and time slowed to a crawl. 
 
    Taniged bent over and spat out blood in disbelief. He wiped his face with his trembling hand, and looked at the few cracks in his glove in surprise. Only then did a flash burst out from Hadjar’s scabbard. For this attack, he’d even harnessed the mysteries he’d sensed when using his most powerful, recently-created Techniques. 
 
    The resulting flash of pure power cut through the huge fist like it wasn’t even there. It sliced through the cloud fingers, then the forearm, all without losing power, and then finally disappeared into the dense layer of clouds. There was no explosion, no swirl of energy, only the feeling that it had gone farther than Taniged’s Kingdom could allow him to see. 
 
    Sensing that he had just spent a tenth of his energy reserves, Hadjar took advantage of his opponent’s confusion and switched to offense. Drawing his sword while spinning, he gripped the hilt with both hands and brought it down with all the strength he could muster. 
 
    “The Third Strike: Void Blade!” 
 
    A cut appeared in the air in front of him. It was a thin streak of steely light, like the afterimage of a sword swing that had been too hastily made. This illusion lasted less than a heartbeat, then the cut quivered. It contracted and expanded, and wild gusts of wind soaked in the Sword’s mysteries swirled above and below it in two separate tornadoes. Stones were torn from the pavement, and the nearby trees were uprooted. The garden itself, despite the protective dome around it, still had to endure the pressure of the Black General’s Technique. 
 
    All the rocks, trees, statues, even some of the small bridges over the canals that the wind picked up, were pulled into the quivering tear in the air, disappearing without a trace. 
 
    Taniged, who’d been pulled toward the cut together with the tower, was now standing on a stone platform that was floating in the sky, held there by the Technique’s power. He suddenly moved both of his fists to his belt. He turned them so his knuckles were pointing down and bent his knees slightly. 
 
    “Sky Fist Rain!” 
 
    Hadjar saw an unusual rain made up of little clouds rushing toward him horizontally. Hundreds of thousands of quick blows, containing very little power, but incredibly piercing intensity, were sent toward the vortex. Those that landed in the tornado quickly disappeared into it, cut up and absorbed by the currents of the Wind and Sword. 
 
    Without breaking his connection to his Technique, Hadjar changed the position of his sword, shifting it until he was almost holding it like a spear. As soon as Taniged approached, he struck… 
 
    Something hit Hadjar in the chest. He looked down and saw one of the clouds had gotten him. It hadn’t been able to damage his armor, but it had still disturbed his clothes enough for him to feel the impact. Another cloud struck his stomach. Then he was hit by a barrage of blows. 
 
    The ‘Void Blade’ Technique was still vibrating in the air, absorbing hundreds of thousands of Taniged’s blows, but dozens of them nonetheless got past the tear in the air and crashed into Hadjar, who was almost defenseless. 
 
    “Fucking shit!” 
 
    Enduring the growing pain, he held out his sword. A bright blue beam pierced the vibrating cut, absorbing its power, and then shot toward Taniged like a dragon’s fang. He paused his Technique and suddenly smiled: 
 
    “You still have a lot to learn, boy!” 
 
    He jumped, letting the stone slab move under his feet. At the very last moment, he landed hard on the edge of it. The slab turned around, forming a huge wall, which was then struck by Hadjar’s ray of energy. It reduced the slab to several huge boulders, and all of them flew at Hadjar like projectiles, thanks to Taniged’s Technique. Taniged was jumping between them as if he were playing hopscotch. 
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   H adjar cut through the first of the boulders with a swing of his sword, then he kicked the second one away, and while this slowed Taniged down, it didn’t stop him. Sending another stone chunk in Hadjar’s direction, Taniged disappeared. When Hadjar cut through the projectile with his sword, his opponent suddenly appeared in front of him, crouching. 
 
    “How the-” 
 
    “Ten Heavenly Palms!” 
 
    The great hero’s open palm struck Hadjar square in the chest. He had no doubt that if it hadn’t been for his strong will and his Divine level armor, this attack would’ve instantly made his body implode. 
 
    Blood spurted out of Hadjar’s mouth, and he bent over in pain. He couldn’t see anything, and there was a loud ringing in his ears. 
 
    Taniged had sent him flying several miles away, bending the bones in his ribcage, and had broken through the natural defenses of his energy body. Fortunately, Taniged hadn’t had enough power to damage it, but he had injected a piece of his energy into it, which meant that until Hadjar destroyed it, he would be cut off from his own body. 
 
    When his vision returned, Hadjar realized that he was no longer flying upwards, but was instead hovering at the highest point of his ascent. Taniged, who’d overtaken him, hovered above him for a second and then sent Hadjar plummeting back down with a kick. Once again, he plunged some of his own energy into Hadjar’s energy body. 
 
    Once more overtaking him, Taniged aimed a punch at his liver and sent him flying horizontally. This combination of ten strikes, which threw the great hero’s opponent around like a ragdoll, managed to break through his will and Divine level armor. A crack appeared in the back of it, through which the final, tenth blow made contact. Hadjar, after flying a dozen miles through the air, broke through a stone tower and, with great difficulty, was able to stop himself once he reached another tower. Luckily for him, Lascer resembled a huge stone forest. 
 
    Leaning on his sword, bent over in agony, Hadjar spat out blood again and waved away his neural network’s message. He knew perfectly well that Taniged had damaged his internal organs, and that it had taken too much energy to protect himself. He needed a moment to pull himself together, at least a couple of seconds, but the Lascanian wasn’t going to give up even one heartbeat of the advantage he had just gained. The ruined tower that Hadjar had knocked down while flying through it was hovering in the air. It was being held in place by Taniged’s will. As he moved, he plunged his hands into it and, with a wild roar, he raised it above his head. He threw the huge structure at Hadjar like a spear. The tower flew at such a mindboggling speed that it began to catch fire from the sheer friction. 
 
    White lightning struck, and the giant stone spear flew through the air, burning out when it encountered the protective dome that stood over the Garden of Satyrs. Hadjar appeared behind Taniged. He’d taken advantage of his opponent’s attack. Hadjar’s sword sliced through the air, aiming for his foe’s neck. This attack should’ve made any swordsman or spearman turn around, but not a fighter. 
 
    Taniged defended himself with an elbow. When Hadjar struck the plate mail with his sword, he didn’t feel like there was much difference between hitting this bit of steel and the center of a siege shield. 
 
    Taniged only took a step back, and his left elbow flew like an axe toward Hadjar’s temple. The Mad General’s sword was being simultaneously blocked by Taniged’s body and elbow, so he wasn’t able to counterattack. Hadjar had to duck and, exerting every ounce of speed and power he could muster, kick Taniged in the back to get some distance between them. As a result, the elbow hit the bridge of his nose instead of his temple. It cut it as sharply as any dagger. Flying in different directions, Hadjar and Taniged once again stood on the tops of two towers. The pavement below them was shrouded in clouds of dust. 
 
    “My fist is a hammer,” Taniged said, striking his chest. “My body is a shield. My foot is an axe and a spear. My hand is a dagger and a sword. Those who are born in a stable, and not in some fancy royal chambers, have to learn how to fight with what nature gave them. Their own body! That’s what makes someone worthy of holding their fate in their own two hands! Who would you be without your sword?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at his Blue Blade, then back at his opponent. 
 
    “I respect you, Taniged the Cloudy,” he bowed. “You believe in your words, and they resonate with my soul. But your path is the path of the Fist. My path is the path of the Sword. We may even have the same goals, but... I can hear the resentment in your words.” 
 
    “Resentment?” Taniged spat, hitting someone’s Palace. “No one who has lived in luxury can understand someone who has pulled a plow since childhood to feed those who don’t know when to sow and when to reap!” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He knew how dangerous it was to fight swordsmen, but warriors like Taniged… Fighting them was like going up against a dozen great heroes merged into one person — a senseless and suicidal idea. Hadjar swung his sword almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “Fourth Strike: The Sword,” he intoned. 
 
    The clouds turned black. Lightning bolts flashed. They formed a huge black-and-blue dragon. It combined the power of the first Technique, the speed of the second, and the pressure of the third. It came down on Taniged faster than a falling star and sharper than a needle. 
 
    Clearly not expecting such power from his wounded foe, Taniged crossed his arms above him. He roared with the effort. But... flesh had its limits, even though he had reached a sky-high peak of its might. As for the sword, it also had a limit to its abilities, but this limit was connected to a physical body. Taniged’s gauntlets only protected his body, they didn’t serve as weapons. Hadjar fought together with his loyal brother and friend, with his other self. 
 
    “Those who are born strong will never understand the weak,” Hadjar whispered. “Those who can fight with their fists will never understand those who need to take up a stick with their weak hands. A stick that will become their first sword later on…” 
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   T he huge tower made of magic stones was completely destroyed. Taniged emerged from the crater it had become. His armor was battered and cracked. He was wiping blood from the corners of his lips, but he was also... smiling. 
 
    Standing in the center of a wide square, he looked at Hadjar not as an enemy, but as a worthy opponent. The one he’d been waiting for for many years, to finally test if his path was the right one and whether he was worthy of following it any further. Only by defeating such an enemy would he be able to move forward until he reached the very top, a pinnacle made up of the fragments of the paths that he’d defeated on his own. 
 
    Taniged raised his hand and beckoned Hadjar. This was dangerous. Hadjar had to keep his distance, as the sword was not a close combat weapon, but a medium-range weapon… When compared to fists, at least. But what kind of warrior would he be if he ignored this request? 
 
    A white lightning bolt brought him down to the square, which was big enough to fit two Gardens of Satyrs in it. For a moment, the two warriors stood still, facing each other. A heartbeat later, both of them launched furious and quick attacks: Hadjar was shrouded in lightning and wind, and Taniged looked as if he were moving through a cloud. Sword against fist. 
 
    Taniged tried to hook Hadjar’s legs. Hadjar swung down as he leapt up. The red-bearded warrior deflected his attack with his right hand, while his left fist came up, aimed at his opponent’s chest. 
 
    However, Hadjar also had arms and legs, in addition to his sword. With his left hand, which wasn’t gripping the Blue Blade, he struck Taniged’s wrist. It was like hitting a rock, but Hadjar still achieved his goal. He didn’t block the blow, didn’t redirect it, but used it as a fulcrum instead. He slid sideways and, flying around Taniged, hit him in the back. The man kicked Hadjar’s sword away and struck back. 
 
    They fought each other at a speed that no weak cultivator would’ve been able to follow. They spun around each other like crazed dervishes, flew around like birds, twisted like snakes, jumped like tigers. The blows of the mighty fists were echoed by relentless sword strikes, even as kicks, pinpoint attacks and mad elbows filled the air. 
 
    Taniged twisted his fist under the blade’s hilt. Hadjar, gripping his sword in a reverse grip, turned it toward the ground and rested it beneath his foe’s elbow, and then, pulling it back toward himself, slammed his forehead into the Lascanian’s nose. The latter drove his other fist into Hadjar’s side. 
 
    They flew back, and then came together again in a whirlwind of blows. Their energies flashed. Deep craters and cracks formed along the stones of the square. 
 
    Streams of energy surged into the sky, where they tore apart the clouds and brought fire and ice raining down on the city. Columns of flame and blue wind swept over Lascer. The two titans battled each other to find out which one of them was worthy of continuing to follow his path. 
 
    Pushing off the knee that had been flying at his chest, Hadjar spun as he rained down a dozen slashes upon Taniged’s crossed arms, and the latter, seizing his chance, counterattacked. There were two more bursts of energy. 
 
    Hadjar and Taniged rose once more, standing on opposite ends of the square. They were both panting, with sweat running down their faces, but neither had any serious injuries. In a battle like this, any true injury was fatal. Only by giving their best and using all their artifacts and alchemy could they harm each other like Chin’Ameh had harmed Minister Ju. 
 
    Taniged wasn’t fighting at full strength because he was worried about the city and also because he had to get information out of Hadjar. As for Hadjar, even if he sent Taniged to his forefathers by using everything he had, he’d then be completely defenseless against the rest of the Lascanian great heroes. And on top of that, Hadjar was also concerned about the bystanders. This meant that their fight was more like a spar rather than a battle to the death. 
 
    “Let’s end this farce, disciple of Tarisfal.” Taniged pushed off from the ground. 
 
    The explosion of power shattered the already damaged surface of the city. A huge pit that could’ve held a small lake was all that remained of the place where Taniged had once stood. The Lascanian had moved to the top of one of the central towers of the capital. One of the two towers with harpies on them. 
 
    “I’m waiting for you!” Taniged’s terrible roar merged with the thunder. 
 
    Hadjar wiped the blood from his lips and got to the top of the other tower using a white lightning bolt. 
 
    Their energy reserves were half empty, which meant their battle could’ve continued on for far longer, but both Hadjar and Taniged wanted to do this properly. If they’d encountered one another on a battlefield, where there was no need to hold back… Their duel, which had lasted around forty seconds, was coming to an end. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    Taniged assumed a fighting stance: his knees were bent, his torso slightly tilted, and his fists were held in front of his face. His elbows protected his chest and stomach. Hadjar straightened up and calmly moved his blade aside, as if inviting his foe to attack him. 
 
    “The Blazing Boundless Sky!” 
 
    Taniged was the first to launch a Technique. He punched the air in front of him. It wasn’t beautiful, graceful, or even particularly quick. It was a simple punch, into which he’d channeled all his will, mysteries, and remaining energy. No clouds came down from the sky. Rather, it felt as if the whole sky had just become his weapon. 
 
    The clouds took on the shape of Taniged’s upper body. It was oddly reminiscent of Einen’s Shadow Ape Technique. The titan made of burning clouds rushed across the sky to meet the lone figure opposing it. 
 
    Hadjar held his sword out in front of him. This was his best attack, one that had absorbed almost everything he’d learned over the past few decades of endless battles. He swung his blade in a graceful, deadly, and unstoppable arc. 
 
    “The Torn Sky: Dragon Storm!” 
 
    A huge Lord of the Heavens, which had a sword for a body and lightning bolts for wings, appeared behind Hadjar. Its roar made the ancient walls of Lascer crack. The dragon of lightning, wind, and sword met the giant of fire and clouds in battle above the ancient capital. Their clash was both majestic and terrible. The echoes of the energies produced by their collision stirred up mile-long waves in the river around the city. The lightning bolts burned holes in forests that were ten miles away. The fiery clouds rained down blazing death on the mountains and hills that stretched out somewhere close to the horizon. But not a single street, not even a single house, were damaged inside Lascer itself. 
 
    Then, as suddenly as it had begun, all was still. Hadjar looked at Taniged, who was lying on the harpy’s wings. 
 
    There was a shallow wound on his chest — a scratch that had barely cut through his muscles. That was all that Hadjar’s strongest attack had been capable of inflicting. Hadjar had a black eye and his left arm was dislocated. 
 
    “Now it’s finally one-one,” he chuckled. 
 
    Taniged touched his chest, then looked at his opponent. The momentary confusion in his eyes turned into realization. He turned around. Behind them, above the Garden of Satyrs, was such a powerful disturbance in the flow of the World River that it was unlikely that anyone would be able to use energy in that area for the next few seconds. 
 
    “You... deliberately made me…” 
 
    “Next time we meet,” Hadjar sheathed his blade, “There will be no debt I have to repay. And one of us will die.” 
 
    The blue Quetzal bird announced its arrival with a shrill cry, spread its wings, and flew away. Taniged tried to follow it, but he couldn’t keep up with the combined speed of the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ and ‘White Lightning Step’ Techniques. After a few moments, he lost sight of his target. Hadjar’s Master had told him, ‘Don’t fight with all you have... Fight with a clear mind instead.’ Hadjar hadn’t needed to win this battle, he’d only needed to escape. 
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   T he Quetzal bird descended. Its blue wings folded around its body. They turned into robes that seemed to be made of the Wind itself. Its beak turned into a sword. Its body transformed as well, and soon a young man was leaning against a tree in the center of an intersection of four roads. He was tall, stately, and muscular, with long black hair tied back with some red rope and a blue silk ribbon. There were also Bedouin ornaments and three white feathers of the orc tribes decorating it. The man wearing fine, expensive clothes, with that strange blade in his hand, looked as unusual in this place as a cherry tree blooming in the winter. 
 
    He slowly sat down on the snow and sheathed his sword, letting the soft flakes caress his face. They soothed his overheated skin, mind, and soul. 
 
    “I’ve killed those who were weaker than me,” Hadjar whispered. “I’ve burned down villages, destroyed cities, even used people as mere cannon fodder. I…” He paused. “But I’ve never harmed children before…” 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes and breathed a little more evenly. This was the path of a warrior in the martial arts world: it went all the way up to the top of high mountains, whose peaks held honor and dignity that were adorned with gold, shining temptingly, and then it plunged sharply into the abyss of darkness, of misdeeds and dishonor. Alas, far too often, a warrior had to walk this path alone. When they went down into the darkness on their own, when there was no one around to light the way, it was very easy to lose themselves. They didn’t know when and how they’d get out… 
 
    Hadjar was sitting still and enjoying the snow. Was he currently at the lowest point of his path? Or was he still at the top, watching the darkness he’d have to one day get through? It was strange that he hadn’t thought about this before... But now he could understand Traves... Orune… Morgan... Helmer... Leen... Sankesh... even Primus… Had they also found themselves atop such a peak? Had they also stared into the darkness in front of them? Had the Black General done that too? How dark must the abyss that overwhelmed someone who wanted to destroy the whole world be? 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind, who wears robes made by my Queen, I greet you in the snow and wind.” 
 
    Hadjar already had a hunch about whom he would see in front of him. In the center of the crossroads, a blizzard formed. A tall knight stepped out of it. Clad in heavy plate armor that looked like ice, he held a sword — a simple, long blade that had seen thousands of battles. A white, ragged cape fluttered behind him. It had been made from the hide of an animal Hadjar didn’t recognize. The remnants of crossbow bolts protruded from his helmet and the joints of his armor. 
 
    “You look like you just got out of a war,” Hadjar sighed. 
 
    “I’m always fighting, North Wind.” The voice coming from the helmet sounded strange. “From the moment the Queen’s messengers lifted me up to the heavens and sat me down at the table with the other great warriors of Winter, my battle has been unending. Every time I die, I feast again, so that I may go to battle the next day, ready and willing to do it all over again.” 
 
    “What does a winter warrior even fight?” 
 
    “A Winter Knight,” the creature corrected him. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t even draw his sword. He didn’t consider trying to escape. The creature in front of him felt so ancient that the concept of ‘age’ didn’t even apply to it. In its entire existence, the creature had only had two states: it fought, or it anticipated a fight. It was War itself. War had come to Hadjar to have a word with him. 
 
    “Winter Knight, then,” Hadjar nodded. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “You rejected the Summer Court’s messengers.” Thrusting his sword into the ground in front of him, the Knight placed his hands on the hilt. Blood dripped from his gauntlets. Before it reached the ground, it turned into ice that was blown away. “That’s commendable. A Winter Warrior shouldn’t listen to Summer. While we fight, they feast. While they fight, we die. I came to you to hear it for myself. And through me, those who listen will hear it, too.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to tell you?” 
 
    “The Name of the Wind.” 
 
    “Do so few creatures know Names?” Hadjar was surprised. He personally knew at least several entities who knew true Names. 
 
    “Thousands of thousands,” the creature replied. “And each of them told our messengers the first Name they learned.” 
 
    “And what happens then?” 
 
    “You ask too many questions, North Wind. I respect you as a Winter Warrior who’ll one day, after you fall on the battlefield, fight side by side with me in endless battles and drink the best brew with me at the endless feast. Don’t embarrass yourself, my future brother. Don’t disgrace our brotherhood. Say the Name.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the huge figure — it was a hunk of iron, one in which he didn’t sense the presence of flesh at all. It was a very different presence compared to creatures like Helmer or Freya. The Name of the Wind wasn’t hard to hear. It was always around him. Hadjar said it. The Winter Knight heard it. 
 
    “That is indeed a true Name,” he gave his verdict. 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Now you’ll make an oath.” 
 
    “To whom?” 
 
    “Yourself, my future brother. For a person who follows the path, there’s no oath more honest than the one they swear to themselves.” 
 
    That was a lot to expect from a man who’d just helped steal a three-year-old from his mother… 
 
    “Make a blood oath, Winter Warrior, that you’ll never reveal how you heard the Name, nor will you say it to anyone else — alive or dead. From the past, present, or future. Real or imaginary. From the four worlds, or from in between them. This mystery will go with you to the infinity of stars and the paths between them.” 
 
    Hiding behind the Knight’s overly fancy speech was a basic non-disclosure oath. Hadjar said it exactly the way the Knight had. He now understood why the tribes of the Karnak jungle were so afraid of true Names — they didn’t understand blood oaths, the reason why no one could directly teach others true Names, and instead could only indicate the direction one should take. Like the Black General or the first Dragon Emperor had done for him. All of them had once made oaths to the people of the Goddess Danu, to her or her messengers. Or someone else like them. 
 
    “See you later, my future brother. I’m looking forward to the day when we’ll be able to fight and feast together forever.” 
 
    Another blizzard hid the Knight from view for a second, and Hadjar was left alone at the crossroads. 
 
    “An eternal battle?” He whispered. “Isn’t that what hell looks like for warriors?” 
 
    The blue Quetzal bird disappeared into the sky. 
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   F inding his squad wasn’t difficult since Hadjar knew the Name of the Wind. Hadjar idly pondered the fact that he seemed to have received a ‘legal license’ to use it from its ‘copyright holders,’ the people of the Goddess Danu. They were the only ones who lived and breathed magic, while others only used it. For Queen Mab, it was as easy to weave clothes from wind, sky, clouds, and snow as it was for a dressmaker to sew something from various fabrics. 
 
    In the three days that Hadjar had spent fighting against pursuers and going around the outskirts of the Lascanian capital to throw their trackers off his trail, the rest of the squad had managed to cover a lot of ground toward the Delphie Valley. 
 
    Their goal was obvious to everyone, including the Regent Mother. However, the Secret Office of the Forbidden City had also known this. So, Rekka Geran had been given artifacts, all of them no lower than the Imperial level and coming straight from the Emperor’s treasury, just to cover their tracks. That was why, even with his advantage, Hadjar had still had to work hard to find them. 
 
    And now he was being threatened with an artifact. It looked like a medallion with a snake coiled in the center. Rekka was pointing it at Hadjar’s chest. The bronze seal contained so much power that it might actually disable or even destroy him. He wondered how many trinkets like these were in the hands of the Emperors. They made war much more difficult. For example, if a great hero went up against you, and you… used one such artifact, and then they pulled another artifact similar to it from their sleeve… Rekka had been right when she’d said that the Emperor’s birthday celebration had been a good idea. Except for the fact that, as a result of this celebration, the Emperor had been kidnapped. Come to think of it, where was he? Hadjar saw Rekka holding the medallion, Tom holding his sword, and Annette holding a bone and a flask of water. Where were Raven’s Wing and the Emperor? Maybe both of them were in the coach similar to the one they’d arrived to Lascer in. 
 
    “Who are you?” Rekka asked. 
 
    “I’m Hadjar Darkhan, your loyal ally.” 
 
    “Our loyal ally?” Rekka roared back, sounding genuinely offended. “Hadjar Darkhan died in the Garden of Satyrs three days ago. That fucking bastard gave his life for us! I have no idea who you are.” 
 
    “F-fucking bastard?” Hadjar stammered in confusion. 
 
    Rekka nodded eagerly, “I’ve never met a man more vile and slippery than that barbarian! Well, actually, I have! His friend, Einen the Islander... and, perhaps, the Empe-” She bit her tongue just in time and fell silent. 
 
    Hadjar understood their wariness. It really did seem impossible: he’d been left to face off alone against several great heroes and the Regent Mother, who was stronger than most of her heroes.  And now he was standing in front of them, unharmed. Not his half-dead remains, but an actually healthy and alive Hadjar. He realized Rekka wasn’t likely to believe him anytime soon. Hadjar turned to Tom: 
 
    “Ask me something only I would know.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because it’s me, not some fake.” 
 
    “But you could’ve had your mind messed with,” Tom said, spreading his arms out while still holding a bottle. “They could’ve gotten anything they wanted from you.” 
 
    Fuck… Damn it all, he’s right! Then a crazy idea hit him. He raised his right hand and said: 
 
    “In Greven’Dor, at the gates of Ana’Bree’s castle, you, me, your former sister, and...” 
 
    As Hadjar spoke, golden lights began to flash around his body, and he felt a sun kindle in his chest. Not the warm and gentle kind, but a harsh and scorching one. It was so hot that it could incinerate a person instantly. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Tom interrupted him, then turned to Rekka. “That’s our barbarian, for sure... By the demons and gods! I don’t know whether to be happy or sad…” Grumbling, he returned to the fire, over which several rabbits were turning on a spit. 
 
    Rekka sighed, annoyed. 
 
    “You knew it was me right away, didn’t you?” Hadjar narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Of course I did!” Rekka snapped back. “It would’ve been too good to be true if you’d actually died there.” 
 
    “Why all the bullshit, then?” 
 
    “If you had attacked us, I would’ve had no problem using the sleeping asp seal,” she shrugged. “How did you even find us?” 
 
    Hadjar shook his head. Perhaps Rekka’s loyalty to the guard corps and her hatred for him were greater than he’d thought. 
 
    “Why don’t you invite me over to the fire first?” 
 
    “Sure…” Rekka moved aside and pointed invitingly at the fire, “Come on.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t move. If he hadn’t mastered the Gaze and grasped the Name of the Wind enough for it to help him, he wouldn’t have noticed the faint defensive dome that enveloped the camp. It would be capable of withstanding a great hero’s attack... Or it could do a lot of damage to one. 
 
    “Rekka-” 
 
    “I tried,” Geran said with a shrug, and stepped out of the perimeter. 
 
    If this had happened ten years ago, Hadjar would’ve immediately drawn his sword and put it to Rekka’s throat, but now they both knew perfectly well that he could destroy both the dome and the seal, and then send them all to their forefathers. While Raven’s Wing was unwell, Hadjar was the strongest person for miles around. 
 
    “Hold out your hand.” 
 
    Hadjar did so. Rekka took out a vial and smeared its contents across his palm, writing out an intricate symbol. After that, Hadjar sensed that he could enter the perimeter without any issues. Obviously, he’d only held out his hand after his neural network had determined that the mixture in the bottle was harmless… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1094 
 
      
 
   “S o…” Rekka was drawing another map in the snow. 
 
    They were moving slowly and carefully while constantly changing direction, practically inching toward the Delphie Valley, as the concealment artifact could only work at certain speeds. Neither Raven’s Wing, who was in a drug-induced sleep, nor the Lascanian Emperor, who was disguised as an ordinary child, had woken up on their own for the past three days. The boy was also being kept asleep by drugs and was only woken up in the evenings to eat. 
 
    The strangest thing was that the rumors they’d heard were true: the three-year-old boy didn’t know how to eat. The first thing he’d done upon waking up had been to reach for Rekka’s bosom, thinking that she was his mother. It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so sad. Even Tom noticed how great the child’s potential for cultivation was. Hell, he was more talented than anyone Hadjar had ever met. If Anise and Tom’s nephew was a natural born genius of the Sword, then the Lascanian Emperor, who could become a mid-stage Lord by the age of fifteen, was a prodigy of cultivation itself. Or he could ascend even higher, if he trained and risked his life outside the Garden of Satyrs. Alas, he was only at the Transformation level, which he had most likely reached with the help of pills. 
 
    The poor child couldn’t even speak… The Regent Mother’s unhealthy, smothering love had turned a one-in-ten-million genius into a babbling mess. Maybe they’d been destined to meet, so that the boy would at least learn how to eat meat? On the second day, he’d eaten some roasted rabbit and asked for more. Not with words, obviously, he’d done so with gestures and grunts, but his progress was still plain to see. 
 
    “So…” Rekka repeated as she finished drawing the map. “There’s a blockade put in place by the Imperial Legions all around the northern border of Delphie. It would barely be easier to get through it than it was for Hadjar to escape from the Regent and her dogs. And was that easy?” 
 
    “I don’t ever want to go through that again.” 
 
    “I see… Just as I thought… So, we can’t go that way.” 
 
    “What if you hid us under your skirt with that artifact? It’s protected us pretty well so far,” Tom suggested. “There are no bloodhounds on the horizon.” 
 
    “Under my skirt? If a woman ever lifts her skirt for you, she’ll only do so to grab a dagger she can stab you with,” Rekka hissed back. Tom was drunk enough to ignore her. “There’s a plateau to the northeast. There isn’t much security there, but it’ll be impossible to hide atop it. We’ll be spotted as soon as we get there.” 
 
    “There are mountains to the northwest,” Hadjar added, “There are also barely any patrols there, but we’d still get spotted easily.” 
 
    “Thank you, barbarian, for the useful clarification,” Rekka quipped dryly. “So, taking the Emperor from the Palace was only half the problem. We need to get to the facilities in Delphie as soon as possible. The longer we stall, the more likely we are to be found.” 
 
    “What do you suggest we do, then?” Tom waved his bottle toward Annette. “Should the witch turn us all into zombies, so we can crawl through the valley beneath the ground?” 
 
    “Stupid boy!” Annette snapped. “The Word of the Dead isn’t a joke, Tom the Rootless. If I made a single mistake, you’d be a zombie forever.” 
 
    “Dear Annette,” Rekka smiled. “Nothing could really make Tom worse. You wouldn’t be able to turn him into a zombie, anyway. He’s already so morally and physically corrupt that he practically is one.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m perfectly fine! And it’s not like you can judge anyone!” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Geran?” Hadjar decided to stop the bickering. 
 
    “I’m not suggesting anything. But! The Forbidden City and the Secret Office did make a plan in case we needed to go through the mountains.” 
 
    Hadjar and Tom exchanged glances. 
 
    “Last time,” Tom said, “the barbarian and I were in the mountains, it ended… Well, it ended very poorly. Also, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with Hadjar. We’d be just as visible there as we would on the plateau. So-” 
 
    “How about you let me finish speaking before you criticize?” Rekka snapped. “We won’t be going over the mountains, but... under them.” 
 
    Rekka drew a straight line under the mountains, connecting a small grove with the Valley. 
 
    “There’s an underground network of caves there,” she explained, “It’s ancient. Once upon a time, back in the era of the Hundred Kingdoms, it was an iron mine. Nowadays, it’s abandoned. Few people know about it.” 
 
    “I think the Lascanians would know about something so obviously exploitable.” 
 
    “Shut it. It’s easier to pass through there unnoticed than it would be to go over the mountain range or the plateau. We’ll need to sneak into the mine, go through it, and then come out into the Valley.” 
 
    “Unnoticed?” 
 
    “Oh my, however did you guess? I wasn’t aware that your talents included thinking. I thought it was just drowning in booze and wallowing in self-pity.” 
 
    “I don’t pity myself,” Tom said indignantly. 
 
    “Really now, former junior heir of the Predatory Blades clan?” Rekka asked him mockingly. 
 
    Tom jumped to his feet. Hadjar thought that he’d have to intervene again, but then Tom froze. The spark in his eyes disappeared. He slumped. 
 
    “You’re right.” Tom saluted Rekka with his bottle and walked away from the fire. Sitting down in the snow, he wrapped his cloak tightly around himself and continued to drink, his gaze distant. 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar asked wearily. “Why do you keep provoking him?” 
 
    “Why? Why!” Rekka got to her feet. “Because I hate all of you! You, the seven clans, the Forbidden City, the Secret Office! You’re all the same! You’d sell anyone and do anything to achieve your goals. But more than anything, I hate myself... for being just like you. I don’t care if the gods and demons hear me, I’d be overjoyed if this fucking mine collapsed on top of us, and if Lascan and Darnassus both burned down in this blasted war!” She went over to the coach and sat down on the front of it, turning away from him. 
 
    Hadjar was looking at the straight line that crossed the mountains on the drawing. Rekka… Hadjar supposed she was right. He really wanted her to be wrong, but… Well… He had a bad feeling about this. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1095 
 
      
 
   H adjar had been in the mountains many times. He liked mountains, their monumental height, and the forgiving gaze with which they looked over the vast horizons that opened up from their distant peaks which often got lost amongst the clouds. He liked the challenge they offered to anyone who was brave enough to take the risk of facing all the perils along the way to a mountain’s summit. Mountains… They were majestic pedestals at the last point of one’s path, where a truly worthy reward awaited them — a moment when a person could feel like they were something bigger and stronger than they actually were. When they could expose their faces to a gust of wind, full of freedom… 
 
    “Hey,” He was poked in the side. “Wake up, barbarian! Any ideas?” 
 
    He blinked. A high mountain range stretched from the left to the right edge of the horizon. He was once again hiding behind an ice-covered boulder and looking at a Lascanian patrol camp. The Legionaries had pitched their tents in a semicircle, behind elaborate fortifications and ramparts they’d used to block off the entrance to the mine. 
 
    In addition to the soldiers and barriers, there was magic. The current Hadjar didn’t even need to see the symbol that had created a protective veil over the entrance. He could sense the subtle streams of energy. His will, Gaze, and the Name of the Wind worked perfectly. Damn it! He still really needed to train and meditate in order to cultivate further. Unfortunately, he still didn’t have time for that. 
 
    “Five Lords and fourteen Spirit Knights,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    He and Tom were crouching behind the boulder. Rekka and Annette were waiting for them under the small plateau where the entrance was. They were doing their best to keep Raven’s Wing from going to his forefathers. He was at the trickiest part of the healing process. If he could survive the night, he’d recover… 
 
    “If you fight them, it’ll take fifteen or twenty seconds, tops,” Tom whispered. His bottle was on his belt, and he was sober for once. “It’ll go even faster if you use your Kingdom.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t disappoint Tom, “I could do it in less than fifteen seconds.” 
 
    His Gaze and will told him that there were only a few warriors here who were at the Weapon’s Heart level of weapon mastery, nothing more. Despite their fairly high cultivation, they were mere cannon fodder to him due to that. None of them would survive the pressure of his True Kingdom. But there was another problem… 
 
    “Look,” Hadjar pointed at a stone. It was right next to the fire, and looked like it was mostly used as a makeshift chair. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There are no other stones like it around the area,” Hadjar explained. “Only pebbles or boulders.” He tapped the rock they were hiding behind. 
 
    “So what?” Tom shrugged. “They brought it with them to sit-” 
 
    “There’s no one around the fire,” Hadjar pointed out. “And the fire is too even and normal for a fire that uses magical wood. So-” 
 
    “Stop pretending you’re a great tracker,” Tom hissed back in annoyance. “You noticed that with your great hero stuff, didn’t you?” 
 
    Hadjar smiled wryly, “I’m not great. And I’m certainly not a hero.” 
 
    “You’re so modest! What should we do about it, then?” 
 
    “We should think things through.” 
 
    Carefully, trying not to dispel Annette’s cloaking magic, which made it so that even the Lords didn’t notice them, Hadjar turned around and headed toward the edge of the plateau. They made their way back down to their temporary camp. It looked like a rocky outcropping on an almost flat mountain slope, even though, to a Nameless, or someone with mastery over their will, the magical veil would be clear as day. 
 
    Inside a large tent, Raven’s Wing was lying on some pelts, delirious. He tossed and turned, trying to tear off his bandages. Rekka, who was sitting at the head of the makeshift bed, kept dipping a rag in a bowl of healing broth and wiping the sweat from his forehead with it. The most important thing right now was to bring down the temperature of his head in order to prevent brain damage. According to legends, Immortals reached such a high level of body strengthening that if their legs were cut off, they could grow them back faster than the blood from the cut could manage to stain the ground. But if their hearts or heads were destroyed, they’d still die. 
 
    “How is he?” Hadjar sat down next to the Lascanian Emperor who was tucked in and curled up in a deep, drug-induced sleep. He sucked his thumb and occasionally twitched as he slept. 
 
    “It’s going to be a rough night,” Annette said. She was the best healer out of everyone present. “We used all the magic potions and pills that wouldn’t harm him in his current state.” 
 
    “If we don’t get him to the Prince, who has the highest quality pills with him, even if he survives the night, he may... not be able to cultivate properly anymore,” Rekka added, switching out the wet cloth on his forehead. Underneath, Hadjar could see thick, dark sweat. He’d found out that the sectarian had survived an attack from the Regent Mother. It was a miracle that he was still breathing, even if it was with great difficulty and with death looming over him. “What did you find out?” 
 
    She held the cloth on Raven’s Wing’s head and smoothed his sweaty hair back with a gentle motion. 
 
    Raven’s Wing hadn’t just been struck by the Regent Mother... He had protected Rekka Geran with his own body. By the High Heavens, Hadjar doubted that this had been an accident or a reflexive action. The Raven Sect... A double agent of the Forbidden City and the Secret Office... Rekka being so tender with him... Darnassus being able to defeat Lascan… Hadjar didn’t yet understand where these breadcrumbs were leading, but he realized that they were definitely forming a trail. 
 
    “The Legionaries aren’t our biggest obstacle to getting into the mine...” He began, still watching Rekka as she cared for the wounded cultivator. Raven’s Wing had protected someone and taken the brunt of a mighty attack to save them? Was he just being paranoid? He didn’t think so. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1096 
 
      
 
   H adjar, Annette, and Tom left the tent. They stared at the mountain before them. 
 
    “You also think it’s strange, right, Hadjar?” Tom took several large gulps from his bottle. “A cultivator who can keep up with great heroes suddenly decides to sacrifice himself for... Rekka. She’s pretty, sure, but not that pretty.” 
 
    “Our mothers’ mothers say,” Annette began as she pulled her furs tighter around herself. Well, given how potent her magic was, it was easy to forget that her physical constitution wasn’t that much better than a mortal’s, “The heart wants what the heart wants. It’s like a mountain stream making a path for itself where no one thought it could.” 
 
    “Mothers’ mothers always say what they want to hear.” Tom leaned back against the rocks and held his bottle with both hands, “Old people don’t look at what’s happening, but at the past, embellishing it along the way. Listening to old people is useful, but it’s not a very good idea to trust them…” 
 
    Hadjar shook his head wearily. Was Tom trying to be a stand in for Einen right now? 
 
    “Let’s focus on how we’ll get through that veil,” Hadjar suggested, pointing at the tent. “I don’t think Raven’s Wing’s will last for more than a few days... ” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about the mercenary,” Tom said honestly. “If he dies or becomes disabled, that won’t affect our mission.” 
 
    “But he helped us!” Annette protested. “He helped us more than we could’ve asked and hoped for, and-” 
 
    “What are you doing here, sweetie? Your homeland is far to the south,” Tom interrupted her.  “If you came to Dahanatan for the barbarian, you’re wasting your time. I’ve noticed the way you look at him… or rather, looked — you don’t want him anymore… What are you doing here, necromancer? Why are you risking your life for people you don’t really know? Oh, wait, I get it now. No one needs a girl who speaks to the dead. At least you won’t get stoned here.” 
 
    Annette’s eyes darkened, and green magic started swirling around her fingers. 
 
    “Tom, you-” 
 
    “And what about you, barbarian?” Tom continued. “Your reputation as an honorable and courageous hero of the common folk, a champion for those who are weak and helpless, shatters now that I know what you did to the Moonlight Sect and the Emperor of Lascan. Why are you here? Just because the Emperor sent you a letter? Or because you’re still too weak to do anything about Morgan’s threats and the Imperial troops currently stationed in Lidus?” 
 
    Hadjar remained quiet. Not because he was angry, but because he didn’t know the answer. 
 
    “Look at us,” Tom smiled bitterly. “We are all here risking our lives to save Darnassus... our homeland... But not because we love it. Not out of a sense of duty, honor, dignity, or something else like it. We do this because we have nowhere else to go. We’re all outcasts. This mercenary… I don’t care about him, but at least he doesn’t deny that he’s doing all of this for money. So, feel free to come up with your next great plan together. I don’t care. I’ll just do what you say. As sad as it may sound, I have nowhere else to be, except right here, by your side.” 
 
    Tom turned, clipped his bottle to his belt, and moved over to a crack in the rock. 
 
    “I’m going to patrol the area,” he said without turning around. 
 
    For a cultivator of his level, climbing the sheer, almost perfectly smooth stone wall was as easy as walking along a stone-paved avenue. When Tom had climbed a dozen feet, Hadjar finally answered him: 
 
    “You’re wrong, Tom... You have a home.” 
 
    Tom stayed still for a while. He looked like he was about to say something, but didn’t, and kept going until he was out of sight. Hadjar and Annette stood in silence for a while. The wind was blowing. 
 
    “Sometimes, I feel sorry for him,” Annette whispered suddenly, peering into the darkness. “I can hear the crunching of his broken heart with every step he takes.” 
 
    Hadjar stared after Tom. The act of ripping off one’s coat of arms wasn’t widespread for a simple reason: too few people who decided to do such a thing survived the ordeal. 
 
    “He can handle it,” Hadjar declared confidently. “Now, we really do need to think of a way to get inside the mine. Can you create a spell that’ll hide us from the cultivators?” 
 
    “I’ve already done that, Hadjar,” Annette replied with a faint smile. “But even if we approach the veil unnoticed-” 
 
    “Once we cross it, any disguise will become pointless,” Hadjar sighed. 
 
    The situation was a tricky one. The stone was actually a signal artifact. As soon as a single Lascanian died, the entire Legion would be instantly notified of it. And so, ‘sneaking through enemy lines’ would inevitably turn into ‘fighting through hordes of enemies’. Of course, they could use the Emperor of Lascan as a bargaining chip, but that would devalue him later. Everyone, even the Regent Mother, had a certain point beyond which they wouldn’t go. She would be ready to show weakness once, but twice… That could cost her not only her child’s life, but also her own. The Regent Mother would never allow such a thing. Which meant that the boy was a trump card that should be saved for the end of this whole mess. 
 
    On the other hand, they couldn’t get inside the mine as things stood right now. They had to either kill everyone at the mine entrance and destroy the seal, or… Suddenly, a wild smile spread across Hadjar’s face. 
 
    “What are you up to, Hadjar?” Annette asked, recoiling slightly. 
 
    “We’ll go into the mine with the guards.” He took out his pipe, filled it with tobacco, and lit it with his will. “We’ll go into the mines along with the lookouts.” 
 
    “What could possibly make them leave their post?”  
 
    “The same thing that drives Tom.” 
 
    “Women and booze?” 
 
    “Okay, besides those... Fear.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1097 
 
      
 
   W hile Annette was preparing the spell that would be crucial for Hadjar’s plan, Rekka came out of the tent. She was a gray-haired, gray-eyed, short, and petite girl. Her hair, which usually looked dull and lifeless, turned the color of a shooting star in the moonlight. She was like a night flower. There were those whose beauty blossomed in the light of the day, and there were those who bloomed only at night. Rekka was one of the latter. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” She asked, looking behind Hadjar, where Annette was whispering the Word of the Dead as she worked with various magical objects spread out before her. 
 
    “Most likely,” Hadjar shrugged. 
 
    “By the gods and demons! That’s disgusting!” She grimaced. She was definitely pretending. Given what went on in the Secret Office’s dungeons, Rekka had probably seen far worse than this. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t feel like talking. He wanted to get to Delphie as soon as possible, grab the Prince and Princess, and get back… He’d wanted to call it ‘home’, but something stopped him. Maybe it was Tom’s words. Or maybe it was something else. 
 
    “He wants to talk to you,” Rekka said suddenly. 
 
    Hadjar looked away from the night sky and toward the tent. He finished smoking, shook out the ashes, put the pipe back in its place, and went inside. The Emperor was sleeping. Raven’s Wing was staring at the endless expanse of space which he could see through the round cutout in the tent’s very top. He was lying on the furs and breathing evenly. One might’ve thought he was getting better. But this was far from the truth. His body had merely reacted to the impending struggle between life and death, activating all its resources to fend off its demise. His supposed improvement was little more than a mirage, a deception created by nature. 
 
    To the phrase, ‘Before it gets better, it definitely gets worse,’ it was worth adding, ‘And before that, it seems like everything is already fine.’ This applied to other facets of life as well. When everything is fine, that’s when you should be the most afraid of it all going horribly wrong. 
 
    “Hello, my brother,” Raven’s Wing greeted him in the Black General’s language. 
 
    Hadjar sat down next to him on the furs. Despite his steady breathing, his gaze was clouded. His energy body looked like it had gone through a meat grinder, and his physical body was covered in severe injuries as well. This night would truly be a desperate fight for him: either he’d survive it, or not... And the week after would decide whether he’d remain a cultivator or not. 
 
    “You wanted to talk to me about something?” Hadjar replied in the same language. 
 
    The stars were reflected in Raven’s Wing’s dark eyes. It was as if he were talking to the universe itself, not just Hadjar. 
 
    “It isn’t anything important... or perhaps it’s something of immeasurable importance to you.” 
 
    “I’m having a hard time imagining that, Raven’s Wing.” 
 
    The sectarian continued to stare at the sky. Hadjar wondered what he saw there. 
 
    “When you lie on your deathbed... alone... in the dark... the poets say you are afraid. But I’m not, my brother. I’m not afraid... I feel at peace.” 
 
    “Did you want to talk to me about this peace?” 
 
    “I could. I really could tell you about the peace I feel right now. All my thoughts and experiences are fading, like a morning wave after an evening storm. The pain that hitherto shot through my body like a thousand hot needles is turning into a warm, soft blanket that covers me and hides me from the world. I could tell you about peace... but you’ve already met Death, Hadjar. And so you know all the things I could tell you.” 
 
    Strangely, Hadjar didn’t remember lying on a cold table back on Earth when he heard those words, but falling to the bottom of the lake in the royal garden of Lidus. 
 
    “I want to talk to you about the first time we met, my brother.” 
 
    Raven’s Wing pulled him out of the depths of his musings. 
 
    “But I need to begin my story before that… You know, when you stare at Death’s face, it isn’t its empty eyes that you’re afraid of, but-” 
 
    “That no one will remember you,” Hadjar finished for him. 
 
    “Yes,” Raven’s Wing nodded. “I was six or seven years old, my brother, when I found myself wading through the blood of my father, mother, sister, brothers… Our entire village had been destroyed by a beast that had come from the forest. Not by a warrior, an enemy army, or even bad weather, but by a single monster. I was only a mortal, but I still picked up a stick and went out into the forest. I fought this beast. I fought it as hard as I could, and just when I was about to follow my family into death, my hands became our ancestor’s hands. My thoughts became his thoughts. My soul became his. One attack from the Black General, delivered by my hands and that stick, destroyed the entire forest.” 
 
    Hadjar could easily picture it. He’d had to use the fairy’s body to summon the Shadow of the first Darkhan in the Sea of Sand and escape from the dragon. 
 
    “I wandered for decades amongst the mortals. I did many things... I’m not ashamed of them, but I can’t be proud of them, either. Then I met my Master, who showed me the way in the midst of darkness and sin. The only true path... or at least that’s how it seemed to me back then. The path of our ancestor. The Enemy’s path. And I walked along it with my head held high, and my hands bursting with strength. I walked aimlessly, day after day, year after year, century after century. Then the Master sent me to Balium, to a remote mountain village where a novice of our Sect lived. The speck of the Black General’s spirit that lived in his soul was so insignificant that it wasn’t even worth mentioning, let alone paying attention to. And yet, the Master sent me to him... with simple and empty words that anyone could’ve conveyed… But there, in Balium, I met…” 
 
    “Me?” Just like with Rekka, Hadjar thought that Raven’s Wing’s words were another breadcrumb, but he couldn’t yet see where they led. 
 
    “A meeting of three people is insignificant. But the meeting of three fragments of the Black General’s soul was pivotal. The resonance that occurred that day awakened the fragment that lives inside of you. When you destroyed ‘The Black Gates’ Sect, you also took the novice’s fragment-” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this, Raven’s Wing?” 
 
    The sectarian didn’t answer immediately. He stared at the distant stars in silence for a while. 
 
    “I’ve walked in the dark for thousands of years, my brother. But now, I think I’m finally starting to see the light. Only a little of it, but... it’s beautiful, my brother. This light... For it…” Raven’s Wing fell silent again. “If I survive this night and the days that follow, I’ll go to the light, my brother. And I’ll go there alone... so I want someone to know my story and the name my father and mother gave me.” 
 
    Hadjar listened without saying a word. 
 
    “My name was Cain Tegeret, from the Little Ray village in the distant region of waves and winds.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded, shook the man’s proffered hand, got up, and headed out of the tent. At the threshold, he stopped and looked back at the man who was lying on the furs... or maybe he wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    “That scar on your chest… Is that from your battle with the beast?” 
 
    Raven’s Wing didn’t say a word. But Hadjar didn’t need him to. He already knew the answer. The scar on Raven’s Wing’s chest hadn’t been left there by a claw. It had been left by a wooden sword. The Black General had never been and would never be his ally. This was a lesson worth remembering. The Head of the Raven Sect was somehow connected to what had been happening around Hadjar since his birth. 
 
    “Well,” Hadjar watched Annette moving her hands over the bones and shards. Soon, the Lascanian guards would get to see the most haunting thing a warrior could ever be confronted with — the faces of those who’d fallen at their hands. “I’ll still have to visit the Raven Sect one day…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1098 
 
      
 
   “A re you sure this will work?” 
 
    If Rekka hadn’t asked this, Hadjar would’ve started thinking that something was wrong with her. 
 
    “Maybe,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    Hadjar ignored her irritation. Drawing her Divine level parasite sabers, Rekka watched the plateau with Hadjar. 
 
    Raven’s Wing and the young Emperor had been left in Tom’s care. Last night, he’d drunk too much and had almost given away the location of their camp by shouting that he’d kill all the Lascanians by himself. Maybe he would’ve succeeded, but that wouldn’t have done them any good. 
 
    “When will she start?” Rekka hissed while putting a telescope to her eye. They were afraid to use their energy to strengthen their eyesight, as they didn’t know what other artifacts the Lascanians had brought with them. 
 
    “I think she already has.” Hadjar pointed at the shadows gathering around the enemy camp. Cast by the sun, which was at its zenith, they stretched out into long tendrils of darkness. Rocks, ledges, and cracks were then transformed by this strange darkness. When the shadows stretched out so much that they started resembling an otherworldly, two-dimensional forest, they became three-dimensional. 
 
    They bubbled, and then figures formed out of those bubbles. Clad in ruined armor and absolutely silent, they slowly moved toward the camp. As the first line of shadows moved forward, others rose up behind them, until the whole plateau was filled with the eerie silhouettes of fallen warriors. 
 
    Given his past, Hadjar had sometimes woken up in a cold sweat because those he had slain had come for him in his dreams. He didn’t know how he’d react if he saw the people who hadn’t deserved to die, but whom he had still killed, marching toward him from the darkness. Perhaps he’d react just like the Lascanians. 
 
    Sensing that something was wrong, a mid-stage Lord — the strongest in the group — came out of his tent. At first, he couldn’t figure out what was happening. Then he grabbed his spear and rushed at the apparitions. However, no matter how hard he tried, no matter which Techniques he used, the shadows only kept multiplying. Unlike the Lord’s own strikes, their attacks didn’t harm his physical body, but his energy body, which was even scarier. 
 
    The others came out once they heard the sounds of battle. There were nineteen strong cultivators standing at the entrance now. However, despite all their power and strength, they were helpless before the shadows that were coming for them with a grim certainty. 
 
    For a few seconds, the cultivators fought against the shadows of the dead, but when it became clear that resistance was futile, they ran like frightened mice. Damage being done directly to their energy body wasn’t something that cultivators could ignore, and neither was fighting against opponents that even their best Techniques couldn’t hurt. 
 
    “Cowards,” Rekka snorted. Hadjar looked at her skeptically. He didn’t intend to underestimate Annette’s Word magic. 
 
    After the warriors started running toward the veil, a pale Annette began to collapse onto the rocks. Hadjar picked her up with an effort of will and then handed her over to Tom. Tom looked rather funny now: over his right shoulder, he was carrying the beautiful necromancer, and in his left hand, he held the Emperor of Lascan. Behind him, a stretcher carrying Raven’s Wing hovered in the air. 
 
    He was supporting it with his will. But such things were challenging for those who hadn’t yet fused their will and energy. Large drops of sweat rolled down Tom’s forehead as he silently endured the strain. 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” Hadjar came out from behind the rock, “before the shadows dissipate.” 
 
    When Annette stopped casting her spell, the dead began to fade away. Their dense shadow bodies withered and thinned out, until daylight could pass through them. The shadows gradually returned to their normal state. 
 
    The Lascanians didn’t care. They’d already reached the veil and were hurriedly undoing its defenses and signaling components. None of them wanted the rest of the Legion to know that they’d left their post. As soon as the signaling component stopped working, they entered the mine and hurriedly began reactivating the signaling component. A flash of white lightning followed them inside. 
 
    “What is-” One of them tried to ask. 
 
    None of the warriors could do anything against the True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword. It drenched the walls and ceiling of the mine with blood, disintegrating flesh and artifact iron alike. Only the mid-stage Lord was still breathing. He lay on the floor, wounded and in agony, staring blankly at the stone walls from which drops of blood were falling on his face. His blood, and the blood of his brothers-in-arms. 
 
    Hadjar approached him and plunged his Blue Blade into one of the man’s wounds, allowing the sword to absorb some of the cultivator’s spirit. 
 
    “AAAHHH!” The Lascanian screamed in pure terror and suffering. 
 
    “How many guards are there on the other side of the mountain?” Hadjar asked. “Are there any spells at the exit? Do you have the keystones for them?” 
 
    The wounded warrior raised his head and looked into his executioner’s eyes. There was no fear or pain in his gaze now, only pure hatred. 
 
    “You’ll die soon enough, you Darnassian bastard!” 
 
    Hadjar allowed a little more freedom to his Blue Blade, and an awful scream echoed throughout the ancient mine. 
 
    “Tell me or-” 
 
    Instead of answering him, the Lascanian officer tried to spit in Hadjar’s face, but couldn’t — he didn’t have enough strength left. Hadjar met his gaze again. If ever a host of shadows came for his soul, he would see these eyes among them.… 
 
    With his will, Hadjar picked up the spear that the wounded man had dropped and placed it on his chest. The two remaining fingers of his right hand wrapped around it. 
 
    “Hold it tightly,” Hadjar whispered. “Let your forefathers see that you’ve fallen in battle.” 
 
    The last thing he saw in the Lascanian’s eyes before cutting off his head was surprise and gratitude. Now the cultivator would go to his forefathers with honor and dignity, like a true warrior. 
 
    Hadjar waved his hand and, after collecting a few spatial artifacts, went deeper into the mine. 
 
    “Come on,” he urged the others. “We need to keep moving.” 
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 Chapter 1099 
 
      
 
   T hey had been walking through the smothering darkness for the past two days. They had to constantly remain alert: in addition to sinkholes, over the centuries, various creatures had also made their home here, adding to the danger. 
 
    The most harmless of them were huge bats that spewed jets of poisonous acid from their mouths that could melt the walls. Each of the creatures was at the King Stage at least, which was comparable to the human Spirit Knight level. They’d managed to reach such a high level of cultivation because the mines still contained trace amounts of the magic metal that had once been mined here. Its radiation allowed the beasts to cultivate quickly. 
 
    In addition to the bats, there were moles the size of tigers, caterpillars that were just as big as the moles, and a variety of snakes. Some creatures had even reached the Ancient Beast Stage. There’d been one mole who’d tried to communicate with Hadjar and ask him why he looked so strange. 
 
    Hadjar had killed it quickly so it wouldn’t mess with his head. The talking, horned mole the size of a small house had reminded him of Azrea… And those weren’t very helpful thoughts in his current situation. 
 
    All in all, their ‘journey’ ended up being more like a brisk walk, thanks to his mastery over the Name of the Wind and Rekka’s map. None of the creatures they encountered could oppose Hadjar’s True Kingdom, either. Only monsters that had reached the Primordial Stage could fight against it. That was why great heroes were at the top of the food chain in the seven Empires. That was why the great swordsman Orune had been able to disregard the combined fleet of three aristocratic clans when they’d once tried to take Hadjar away by force. Will combined with a True Kingdom left opponents who hadn’t reached the same heights powerless to resist. 
 
    However, an average Lord with a Weapon’s Heart level of weapon mastery would’ve had a very hard time getting through the mines, which explained the lackluster defenses they’d encountered, despite this being the only passage that connected the capital and the Delphie Valley. Entering it was like walking into the maw of a hungry dragon for most cultivators. 
 
    “Let’s take a break,” Rekka called out to Hadjar, who was lost in thought. “The boy is having trouble with the pace we’re setting.” 
 
    Hadjar turned and walked over to the little Emperor. He was still being manipulated into going along with them quietly, but since they were out of herbs, he was being manipulated directly, by their will. He still felt like he was in a dream, and Rekka appeared to either be his mother or a nanny to the boy. 
 
    “Legs,” he whispered. “My legs... tired... it hurts…” 
 
    Considering that the boy hadn’t known how to speak until just recently, his ability to express his thoughts relatively clearly was surprising. Or maybe it was the appropriate time for him to learn how to speak… Hadjar had never had any children of his own. Especially ones so gifted in terms of cultivation, so he had no idea how to raise them and what they should be able to learn at what age. 
 
    Still, the boy’s legs couldn’t possibly be hurting from walking, as Rekka had been carrying him the whole time. So, he must’ve been affected by the pressure of the atmosphere in the mine. Hadjar had been using his will to shield the boy and the wounded Raven’s Wing, who still hadn’t woken up. But the protection afforded by his will wasn’t absolute. Hadjar had simply used it too clumsily to create a perfect defense that wouldn’t allow the atmosphere to pass through at all. 
 
    Hadjar looked from the boy to Raven’s Wing, who was barely breathing. The crisis of the previous night was finally over. The cultivator had been able to survive. Whether he would remain a cultivator, or would become a crippled mortal, however, was still a mystery that would be resolved in the upcoming weeks. 
 
    “All right,” Hadjar agreed. He’d become the undisputed leader during their journey through the mines. “We can rest for two hours, but then we have to press on.” 
 
    Rekka didn’t argue with him. She wielded Divine level weapons, which were so rare that none of the seven Empires had more than a dozen in their possession. But even so, she still couldn’t carve a path through the mines as easily as Hadjar had. In this boundless, nameless world, power ruled — whoever was stronger was in the right. 
 
    They set up camp right where Rekka had mentioned taking a break. 
 
    The caves were a huge, interconnected system. The larger tunnels connected through comparatively smaller ones, but considering the fact that the smaller ones could still accommodate several carriages, the tunnel system was ridiculously large. 
 
    Soon, a fire was burning and crackling. It really helped soothe their worries and bring them comfort. Moving through the dark was physically doable for cultivators, thanks to their enhanced vision, but it was still mentally taxing for all of them. 
 
    Annette immediately immersed herself in a dream-meditation: she needed to regain her strength. Rekka just fell asleep on the rocks. Sleep, food, and water weren’t really all that necessary to cultivators, but they sometimes wanted to turn off their consciousness and give their souls and minds some peace. The little Emperor in her arms curled up and fell asleep. All on his own! 
 
    “I don’t want to sound like Rekka,” Tom sat down next to Hadjar. He was the only one, apart from Hadjar himself, who’d remained awake. “But I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    While listening to Tom, Hadjar kept a close eye on a small snake. It was carefully slithering toward the fire. 
 
    “I’m not talking about our current situation, but things in general… Giving up the Emperor in exchange for the Prince and Princess? Morgan loves his children, everyone knows that, but…” Tom shook his head. “I wouldn’t do it if I were him. If the boy died, Lascan would be doomed. The Regent Mother won’t be able to give birth to a new Emperor. She isn’t a true bloodline descendant of the royal family, just a widow. With the boy’s death, the dynasty of the legitimate rulers of Lascan would cease to be. Morgan, if we win this war, will live for many more centuries and will be able to make other heirs.” 
 
    It was a very peculiar snake. If not for his will, Hadjar wouldn’t have even noticed it. It was small, but powerful, at the last level of the King Stage. And it was slithering toward Rekka. 
 
    “Though maybe that’s just the wine talking... Sacrificing your own son and daughter to win the war... Not even Emperor Morgan would do that... And- Fuck! Where did that thing come from?” 
 
    Tom drew his blade, but Hadjar stopped him with a wave of his hand. The snake crawled onto Rekka’s chest and bared its fangs. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1100 
 
      
 
   “W hat are you doing, barbarian?” Tom hissed loudly. “It’ll-” 
 
    Hadjar only raised his hand to signal for him to be quiet. He had to see this with his own two eyes. He had to make sure that he was right… 
 
    The snake was just about to sink its fangs into Rekka’s neck when the boy suddenly stirred and made it freeze up. He opened his eyes wide, but he clearly couldn’t tell if this was a dream or reality. 
 
    “Mom?” He whispered, looking from Rekka to the snake. 
 
    The toddler, who’d been coddled to a concerning extent until just recently, put his little hand in the fire. He gritted his teeth, then leapt up, standing on his own, and held a burning branch out in front of him, as if it were a sword. 
 
    “Get away from my mom!” He shouted, and charged at the enemy. 
 
    Before Rekka could wake up, or the snake could attack the boy, Hadjar killed it with his will, and then put the child and Rekka back to sleep. 
 
    As a result, the boy and Rekka continued sleeping. The snake, which had been beheaded, parted with its Core, which Hadjar placed into one of his now numerous spatial artifacts. He threw its body into the fire, where it gradually began to disappear. 
 
    “What do you think, Tom,” Hadjar asked, looking at the boy, who was now peacefully sucking on his thumb, “Are warriors born, or made?” 
 
    Tom looked at everything with wide eyes. Like a fish on dry land, he silently opened and closed his mouth several times. 
 
    Getting up, Hadjar approached the little Emperor and put his hand over the boy’s tiny palm. He put in a bit of effort, and the child’s wound healed. There was no trace left of the terrible burns. Given the difference in their levels of cultivation, it wasn’t difficult for Hadjar to heal such a minor injury. 
 
    “If they are made, then a farmer who plows fields is also a warrior. And their battle is sometimes much harder than ours.” 
 
    Tom opened and closed his mouth a few more times without making a sound, and then grinned and finally relaxed. 
 
    “Philosophy? Really? I didn’t expect to hear that from you of all people… I don’t know what you saw in the kid, but he thinks he’s asleep. Anyone would be brave in a dream.” 
 
    Maybe Tom was right... but… Hadjar looked at Raven’s Wing. Had he been dreaming when he’d fought the beast that had killed his entire family? The beast had been defeated. With a sword. And he even had a scar that would always remind him of that battle. He could see that beast every time he looked in the mirror. Maybe that was why he always wore a mask. So he wouldn’t be afraid… 
 
    Hadjar sometimes dreamt of the time when he’d lived in that orphanage back on Earth. Weak-willed and helpless. He was always afraid that he wouldn’t have the strength to stay in bed and continue the fight, and that he’d run away instead. In those dreams, he could move his body… Sometimes, Hadjar ran away… Adjusting the blanket that covered the little Emperor, Hadjar went back to Tom. 
 
    “You think Morgan might lose the war if he doesn’t sacrifice his kids?” He asked as if nothing had just happened. 
 
    “Of course he might. He’s a genius, but there is always a bigger fish... I think a true ruler would sacrifice his children to ensure victory. A true Emperor would kill this boy and wouldn’t bother going through with the exchange.” 
 
    Hadjar recalled what he’d gone through in the tomb of the first dragon Emperor. Who would’ve thought that, one day, the illusion created by the Shadow would actually come to pass? Hadjar looked at the boy who was destined to become a great warrior, who could one day singlehandedly turn the tides of a centuries-old war that was quickly approaching its climax. But who knew how many years it would take for the war to end. Maybe the little Emperor really would have enough time to become a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Fate… Right now, it was in Hadjar’s hands. He smiled and pushed the coals away from the child’s face with his will. If the boy was destined to become a great warrior, then one day, they’d meet on the battlefield. They’d duel, and songs would be sung about their clash for thousands of years to come. Inspired by them, millions of people would find the strength to set off on an endless journey. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the stone ceiling. His target was somewhere out there, in the sky above. The Seventh Heaven. And if... When he freed the people from the gods, they would need to go somewhere. And their path would be influenced by legends about a boy who’d bravely charged in to fight a snake in order to save his mother. Well, it was definitely a good story… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Rekka moved another artifact in front of the veil covering the exit. 
 
    They had a stunning view of the Delphie Valley from the entrance. The hills from which the rocky peaks rose were covered in coniferous forests, which became deciduous forests at their base. The rivers that rolled down the slopes and through the forests like the finest silk ribbons reached huge meadows and fields of tall grass and flowers. Spring never ended here. It was bursting with life. A plateau was near the veil, with the mountains encircling the valley and protecting it from the outside world. There was no better place to set up a factory for the production of warrior golems in all the Seven Empires. 
 
    “Where’s the Prince?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    Rekka showed him the spot on the map. Surprisingly, the factory wasn’t located in the very center of the valley, but on its border. Well, that wasn’t very far from here, considering that the dead warriors had had several low-grade pills in their spatial artifacts. Hadjar could cross that distance with four or five uses of the ‘White Lightning Step’ Technique. But first he had to send a message to the Regent Mother. 
 
    “Follow me,” Hadjar ordered. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    Without wasting time, Hadjar drew his sword, and tons of rocks collapsed behind them, blocking off the entrance to the mine. The Regent Mother wasn’t stupid, and one of the Lascanian great heroes was probably already on their trail. That was why Hadjar was in such a hurry. 
 
    The rest of the squad followed him to the edge of the plateau. There, a hundred feet below them, was a much larger enemy squad. About nineteen hundred cultivators in all. Among them were two Nameless. The two men looked at Hadjar, and he looked back at them. 
 
    “Prepare-” The cultivators managed to shout. 
 
    Hadjar simply moved his sword through the air. By the time a white lightning bolt struck, taking his group with it, the plateau had already turned from gray to scarlet. The river that ran down the mountains turned from clear and blue to a bloody slush. Almost nineteen hundred cultivators had just gone to their forefathers. Only one wounded Nameless had been able to survive. Hadjar needed to send a message somehow, after all… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1101 
 
      
 
   T he golem factory looked like an ordinary castle located in the interior of the country. It was apparently fortified enough to withstand a bandit raid, but would crumble to dust before a proper army. Its walls were about twenty feet tall, and rather thin — a single person would have trouble walking along the parapet. The walls weren’t even decorated in any constructive way. A moat and a drawbridge suggested that the castle wasn’t as simple as it appeared at first glance. The fact that it was located near the foot of a rocky hill, with which its walls merged for added protection, also helped. 
 
    “Stop!” A voice came from the parapet. 
 
    Covering his eyes with his hand, Hadjar looked up at the man. He was at the initial stage of the Heaven Soldier level. Perhaps he was a junior officer in the Prince’s squad. 
 
    Amusingly, less than a quarter of a century ago, Heaven Soldiers had seemed like gods to him. Now, even if there were a million of them surrounding him, he would only need to draw his sword to send them all to their forefathers. Apparently, his thoughts were somehow reflected in his expression, because the warrior shuddered, turned pale, swallowed noisily, and then began to pull on the cord of a signal bell with frantic zeal. 
 
    An unpleasant, sharp chime filled the air. 
 
    Then came the clanging of iron-clad boots on the stone stairs leading up to the parapet. Soon, about a dozen warriors stood there. They were from all over the Empire: the northern tribes, the Sea of Sand, and even the southern borders. It was rare for residents of the inner regions to go to the more remote parts of the country — they simply had nothing to do there. The reverse was very common, however. Hadjar was a prime example of that. Even so, he’d never encountered such a diverse contingent before. Morgan was definitely up to something... The sly bastard! 
 
    “Get away right now! Otherwise, we’ll make good on our threat and blow up the warehouses!” 
 
    Suddenly, it became clear why such a flimsy castle was still under siege, instead of already having been taken. The Prince, or rather his father, had opted for the mutually assured destruction approach. 
 
    “Wait, wait!” Someone shouted. “Blue robes... blue sword... long black hair… feathers… ornaments… and blue eyes... Impossible... General Darkhan, sir?” 
 
    “I don’t know your name, warrior, but you’ve got a good eye,” Hadjar said, saluting. 
 
    “Gawen Lifaen, sir,” the soldier responded, standing at attention. “It is an honor to welcome a famous hero of Darnassus. I’m sorry to keep you at the entrance, but we need to call our commander.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    Gawen turned around and ran off as quickly as possible. The remaining warriors looked at Hadjar like he was an unprecedented curiosity, but they didn’t sheathe their weapons, and the energy in them was still bubbling. They were ready to charge at any moment, like true warriors. 
 
    “Famous hero?” Tom repeated sarcastically. Keeping both hands behind his head and chewing on a blade of grass, he stared at one of the female warriors. It definitely didn’t go unnoticed, especially considering where exactly he was looking. “If I cut this boy’s throat, will I become famous, too? Just picture it: Tom the Rootless, slayer of the Emperor of Lascan. I’ll be remembered for centuries to come.” 
 
    “You won’t do it,” Hadjar told him calmly. 
 
    “Why not? Do you think they’ll remember me as Tom the Rootless, the baby killer, instead? By the demons, I don’t care. I just don’t want to be forgotten! I’ll leave my mark in the sand somehow!” 
 
    “You won’t do it because you like him,” Hadjar explained. “Besides, marks in the sand only last until they’re wiped away by a wave.” 
 
    Tom turned away from the girl and stared at Hadjar. 
 
    “You know, barbarian, I liked you better before you started philosophizing half the bloody time…” 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    Behind him, Rekka and Annette were watching over Raven’s Wing and the sleeping child. The atmosphere of the mines had exhausted him so much that the boy was now sleeping soundly — a brave little thing sucking on his thumb. By the High Heavens, he and Hadjar would have to fight one day. His musings were interrupted by the creaking of the gate. When the iron-bound planks formed a bridge across the moat, Hadjar finally saw who the Prince of the Empire was. To be honest, he wasn’t all that surprised. 
 
    “You’ve changed a lot, General Darkhan.” The young man crossed the bridge and held out his hand to Hadjar. 
 
    Shaking hands with the Prince was a big honor. But who needed this more: the General, or the Prince? Dozens of eyes were glued to them at the moment. Damn that Morgan... even this was somehow playing into his game. 
 
    “The furs suited you better than the armor does, my Prince.” He grabbed the Prince’s forearm and shook hands with him. The Prince also held his own arm in a grip strong enough to indicate that he might be a bit less powerful than Hadjar, but not by much. For a moment, their eyes met, and then the Prince laughed. 
 
    “The Secret Office assured me that no one would recognize me at the Tournament of the Twelve. That I didn’t need any artifacts or Techniques to hide my identity. I just needed to stop washing my hair, forgo my skincare routine for a month, put on some furs, and cover myself in dirt. By the gods and demons, General Schuver’s people were right.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered that at the Tournament of the Twelve, after the trial at the Lake of Dreams, an unknown young man from the nomadic tribes had been one of the standout contestants. Who would’ve thought that he’d turn out to be the Prince of all Darnassus? 
 
    The Prince was tall, slim, and broad-shouldered, with handsome features — he looked a lot like his father. He also took after his mother a bit: the ease of movement, the strength, a little slyness, and that peculiar spark in his eyes. His dark hair was pulled back in a small, disheveled bun. He was dressed in silver Imperial level armor that seemed very light, and at his belt, he had an Imperial level sword. Apparently, Morgan hadn’t spoiled his son. 
 
    “I see that your journey was a difficult one,” the Prince glanced over Hadjar’s shoulder. “How badly was the honorable Raven’s Wing wounded?” 
 
    “Do you know him, my Prince?” 
 
    “I do. He taught Akena and me the basics of swordplay. My father hired him when we were very young.” 
 
    Hadjar might’ve started cursing, but a girl with red hair appeared at the castle gate just then. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1102 
 
      
 
   S he was still beautiful, even after everything she’d been through. There was something special about her appearance, an elusive spark that made men turn to look at her. Her fiery hair fell like a waterfall all the way down to her thighs. Her figure was even more accentuated by a wide belt with a scabbard that looped around her slender waist. She had a beautiful, slightly round face with almond-shaped eyes and thick eyebrows. The only thing missing was the emerald green of her eyes. Instead, there were only white irises and black pupils there, like punctures left behind by sewing needles. 
 
    Princess Akena looked as if someone had wounded her very soul. This wasn’t surprising, given that she’d had to sacrifice her path of cultivation, condemning herself to gradually wasting away, all for the sake of acquiring the Ever-Seeking Spear, an artifact of the Danu people that could kill even a god. Hadjar doubted that particular bit very much. He simply couldn’t believe that anyone might take this artifact, throw it at the Jasper Emperor, and destroy the ruler of this entire Nameless World so easily. 
 
    “Hadjar!” Akena came over and hugged him tightly. 
 
    But like he was just a friend. She hugged him just like she would any other friend… But something told him that she no longer had any friends. 
 
    Seeing Akena and the Prince standing next to each other, Hadjar understood Chin’Ameh’s words. They definitely didn’t have the same mother. Damn that Morgan… 
 
    “My Princess,” Hadjar returned the hug, then pulled away from her. “Because of your disappearance-” 
 
    “The Forbidden City threw a party?” Akena asked with a sad smile, and then looked behind Hadjar. “Oh, I see that the rat came with you.” 
 
    “Rekka Geran was immensely helpful during the mission,” Hadjar decided to try and defuse the tension. 
 
    “Annoying bitch,” the Princess whispered so that only Hadjar could hear. “If I get a chance, I’ll cut out her heart, even if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t really understand why Akena hated Rekka so much. Sure, she’d been the Princess’ personal overseer since the day she’d been born, but still... 
 
    “Sister, let’s not keep our saviors and... guest on the castle’s doorstep. Let them come inside.” 
 
    “Of course, brother.” 
 
    This exchange was enough for Hadjar to grasp that the relationship between Akena and the Prince was a neutral one. They simply accepted each other’s existence. They’d long since come to terms with each other and preferred not to think about the fact that they had different mothers. 
 
    Akena shot a sharp glance in Rekka’s direction before turning and heading back inside the castle. 
 
    “Healers!” She shouted. “A brave warrior needs urgent help! Bring the best medicine you can find!” 
 
    Rekka, Tom, and Annette had already taken a step toward the drawbridge when Hadjar stopped them with a quick hand gesture. A heavy silence engulfed the front of the gate. Everyone looked at each other, trying to understand what was going on. Only the Prince kept his eyes on Hadjar. There was no longer a gleam of friendly mockery in them. His black eyes were cold and calculating. Hadjar had no doubt that he was Morgan’s son and successor. 
 
    “What’s the matter, General?” His tone didn’t lose its friendliness, but there was steel in its depths now. 
 
    Damn it… He even sounded like his father. 
 
    “You know my name, my Prince, but how do I address you?” Hadjar bowed low, not to the Prince, but to the castle itself. There was only silence again. Some people realized what was going on, but most probably hadn’t. Morgan was a brilliant schemer. The best Hadjar had ever dealt with. Perhaps the best the seven Empires had ever seen. The Mad General could never hope to reach such lofty heights. 
 
    Morgan played big, and big players often forgot that, in such games, the smallest bets could still come out ahead sometimes. Hadjar was betting on the laws of hospitality, which were often mocked, but no one really dared to ignore them. Especially not in front of hundreds of people from all over Darnassus. It took the Prince a split second to take the right course of action. He returned the bow. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, illustrious General Darkhan.” The soldiers gasped upon seeing the heir to the Darnassus throne bowing to the most famous, but lowest-ranked General. “My name is Tetius, son of Morgan. I would invite you to be a guest in this place that has become my home for this short period of time.” 
 
    “My people and I accept your offer with glad hearts and we feel honored, my Prince Tetius.” Hadjar bowed to the Prince. “May we come in?” 
 
    “Of course, General Darkhan. You and your people are guests in my house. Come in.” 
 
    Hadjar crossed the drawbridge only after he heard those words. At some point, they walked past the Prince, and he whispered so that only Hadjar could hear: 
 
    “One day, Hadjar, you’ll serve me as your Master once served my father.” 
 
    It wasn’t a threat. There wasn’t even any arrogance in the Prince’s words. Surprisingly, there was respect in them. This was how someone who already saw himself as the Emperor of Darnassus behaved. Honestly, if he hadn’t said that, Hadjar would’ve been disappointed in Tetius. 
 
    “My Master — may his forefathers greet him with bread and honey — both hated and respected your father. I feel neither of those things for you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Tetius nodded. “I’ll try to earn the respect, but, by the gods, Mad General, I’m not afraid of the hatred. The laws of hospitality won’t stop me if I have to fight you.” 
 
    Tetius deserved to be Morgan’s successor. Hadjar sneakily held out his hand to the Prince. He shook it. This time, they squeezed as hard as they could. He was now no longer quite as certain that the Prince was weaker than him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1103 
 
      
 
   H adjar was standing atop the castle’s tower, smoking his pipe and waiting for the dawn. Dawns in valleys were breathtakingly beautiful. Only sunsets in the mountains could compete with them. It was a pity that Hadjar had only seen a few of them a long time ago. So long ago, in fact, that it felt like a previous life. He’d seen them back in that village in the Valley of Streams, where Robin the hunter’s hut had been. Where Lida had asked him to play the Ron’Jah. Where people had lived simple but honest lives. They’d hunted, sowed, plowed, given birth, and died. They’d had fun, loved, and hated. Without hiding it. It had been a nice place. Sometimes, Hadjar thought that this idyllic village didn’t exist at all. That it had all been just a dream. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to see the factory?” Akena was standing next to him. Wrapped up tightly in her emerald green cloak, she also stared at the eastern horizon. 
 
    Hadjar turned to look at a rocky hill, at the bottom of which was the largest building in the area, the one in which the golems were produced. 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t want to, my Princess. The entrance fee is too high. I don’t think I can afford it.” 
 
    Somewhere down there, the child that had been taken from its mother was sleeping. 
 
    “I told you already, Hadjar. It’s just Akena to you.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “I’m sorry about what I said before. It didn’t come from the heart, but from... whatever. I didn’t mean to say what I said. So please, just call me Akena.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He took a long drag and exhaled the smoke. It formed a ring, and then dissolved in the wind. He could kill thousands of cultivators, but he still couldn’t make a proper smoke ring. Ridiculous. 
 
    “You know, when I finally got to the Forbidden City without…” She trailed off as she reached for her eyes. The gesture was a lot like the way Raven’s Wing touched his mask. “I thought about a lot of things. I had no choice, really.” 
 
    “What did you think about, Akena?” 
 
    She moved her fingers through the wind, as if trying to pet it. “I thought about why we’re all so desperate for fame. One way or another, every cultivator dreams of having their name echo throughout the ages.” 
 
    Hadjar was quiet. 
 
    “You may think you’re the exception, illustrious General Darkhan, but you aren’t. You can try to convince yourself you don’t, but you also want to be famous.” 
 
    “What led you to such conclusions, Akena?” 
 
    The girl didn’t answer immediately. 
 
    “We all fight, Hadjar. We fight enemies on battlefields, ourselves during training, and the whole world when we try to take fate into our own hands. No matter how far we go, there is always a height that has yet to be reached. And there are those who are already there.” 
 
    “That’s simply the path of cultivation, my Princess. We all knew what we were doing when we first decided on our course in life and ascended to the level of a true cultivator. The world of martial arts is a lonely one.” His mother’s words echoed in his mind. The further Hadjar went, the higher he climbed, the more meaning they held. 
 
    “Lonely,” Akena repeated. “And full of pointless struggle.” 
 
    Hadjar jerked back and looked at the Princess. 
 
    “Why pointless?” 
 
    “One day, my dear General Darkhan, we’ll all die. We fight, but we know we’re going to die. Today, tomorrow, maybe in a thousand years. Maybe, if we achieve immortality, it’ll happen in a thousand eons. Maybe if we become gods, in a hundred thousand eons. But there will always be something that will end us eventually.” 
 
    Hadjar listened to her, slightly awed. He couldn’t understand how a girl much younger than him had come to grasp such great wisdom. 
 
    “That’s why we’re looking for fame. The only true immortality. Warriors fight for their homeland so that they will be remembered. They want to leave footprints in the sand.” 
 
    A mark in the sand... Tom… Hadjar took another drag from his pipe and looked at the coming dawn. What a beautiful sight it was. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, my Princess. Maybe I am looking for fame, too.” 
 
    “It’s just Akena to you.” 
 
    They fell silent again. Then the Princess abruptly turned to him and demanded: 
 
    “Make an oath to me, Hadjar. Immediately. Swear that you’ll end that miserable wretch, Rekka Geran, with your own two hands one day.” 
 
    He didn’t flinch, as he’d been expecting something like this. 
 
    “You’re both bound by an oath, aren’t you?” He asked, still enjoying the sunrise. 
 
    She couldn’t answer him. 
 
    “And in it lies both your hatred for her, and her remorse.” 
 
    Akena was still silent. The world of martial arts... a lonely place where only the luckiest got to meet someone to share their path with. And only a few could hold on to them. Because they were like stars in the night sky. They were brighter than the stars, but one day, like the cold glimmer of space, they’d fade away. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Akena turned away, and then, just as abruptly, she turned back to Hadjar and handed him her comb. “Comb my hair... please.” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. He had only done this for two women in his life. His mother and his sister. He missed them dearly. And he couldn’t see them anymore… 
 
    Hadjar started combing the Princess’ hair. 
 
    “My mother used to do this for me,” Akena whispered. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Bright, emerald green tears which glowed in the dim light. “And she sang to me as she did it. A song about the sun rising over the valleys only to go down behind the mountains. Do you know it?” 
 
    Hadjar was surprised to suddenly realize why the name ‘Irmaril’ had been so familiar to him. He’d heard it before. In the title of a song. A song he had learned during his travels with the freak show. A young man in one of countless roadside inns had sung it. 
 
    “The Cry of Irmaril?” 
 
    “Sing it for me, please. I’ve heard that you sing as well as you fight.” 
 
    Still combing her flame-red hair, Hadjar began to sing. The sun rose higher and higher. Its rays touched the hills and rivers, the meadows and fields. But they couldn’t warm them up. The dawn was cold in this valley. The north wind prevented the sunlight from burning the tranquil valley. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1104 
 
      
 
   H adjar and Rekka Geran were standing in front of an army numbering in the millions. In just two days, the Lascanian Second Legion — some of the best warriors in the Empire — had crossed the mountains. The junior officers were Spirit Knights, the senior officers were Lords, and the General was even a mid-stage Nameless. It was an army that could wipe any enemy off the face of the Nameless World. Warships were anchored near the mountains that surrounded Delphie. Dozens of battle golems stood out amongst the Legionaries, towering over all of them. 
 
    Hadjar was sure that it would take him about half an hour to kill them all, break their artifacts, smash their ships, and then turn the golems into dust. However, he couldn’t take a step beyond the boundary that he sensed in front of him. It had been created by a single person, who was now standing behind the proud Regent Mother, wearing a scarlet cloak. His face was hidden behind an oval, scarlet mask. He was a living legend — the Scarlet Swordsman. The strongest warrior of Lascan, and perhaps all the seven Empires as well. 
 
    “General Darkhan,” the Regent Mother’s voice was filled with contempt and rage, “Your ship has arrived.” 
 
    She was right. Approximately two miles behind him, ‘The Herald of the Storm’ was now docking at the sky wharf of the Delphie factory. It was probably the fastest corvette in all the seven Empires. If Lascan was ahead of everyone else in terms of cultivation, Darnassus was ahead of everyone in terms of technology. It was a battle of man versus machine…. 
 
    “It’s time to make the exchange,” she said. Her white robes and hair fluttered, and her gaze was deadly. 
 
    Hadjar nodded, and, doing as his honor compelled him to, he knelt down and touched the ground with his forehead. Silence hung over the Valley. One of Darnassus’ most famous Generals had just bowed in the most respectful manner possible to the ruler of the enemy Empire. After a few seconds, Hadjar got up, turned around, and headed back toward the castle. Rekka followed him. 
 
    “Taniged was right about you, General,” someone behind him stated. “You still have honor… I’ll remember your name so I can write it down in the chronicles after Lascan’s victory.” 
 
    Hadjar stopped for a moment, but he didn’t turn around. A white lightning bolt struck. Rekka and Hadjar appeared on the deck of ‘The Herald of the Storm’. The Darnassian warriors were climbing up a rope ladder. Only after they all boarded did the Prince himself go up. Akena and the little Emperor were at the top of the tower where she and Hadjar had watched the dawn before. 
 
    Once he climbed up to the deck, Tetius went to the railing and leaned over it, his dark eyes fixed on his sister’s red hair. According to the terms of their agreement, after the Prince came aboard, the Regent Mother would enter the castle, Akena would let the Emperor go, and Hadjar would get her aboard as well. Then they’d leave the Delphie Valley, and the Lascanians wouldn’t do anything to stop them, otherwise their factory would be blown to smithereens. The Regent Mother and the Emperor were unlikely to get injured in this explosion, because of their personal power, various artifacts, and so on. But, the money invested in it would still go down the drain. Despite the various assurances, Hadjar didn’t like any of this. 
 
    “When this is all over,” The Regent Mother reached the gates, “I’ll feed your heart to the dogs, girl. And I’ll gut your father like a pig!” 
 
    Morgan... Hadjar didn’t know much about his Emperor. But this man had somehow controlled Orune. And he’d been someone whose power made the Scarlet Swordsman look like a boy with a stick in comparison. 
 
    “Sister...” Tetius whispered ruefully. 
 
    His tone shocked Hadjar. He looked from the Prince to the factory, and then to Akena and the Emperor. Morgan was always playing the long game... Always… Sometimes, it took him years or even decades to implement his plans. And all this… 
 
    “Akena!” 
 
    Using everything he knew about the Name of the Wind, not to mention all of his will and energy, Hadjar summoned a white lightning bolt. A huge white dragon, thundering like a dozen supernovas, rushed across the sky. But it was too late. 
 
    Inside ‘The Herald of the Storm,’ a heart flared. Ana’Bree’s heart burned in its depths. Somewhere in Darnassus, there was a ‘Trojan horse’ — ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies.’ It had been the best possible cover for the strongest power source in all the seven Empires. 
 
    Time stood still for Hadjar. In a split second, they were out of the Valley and rushing away. But, to him, it seemed like he was still above the castle. It was as if he had become the Wind brushing against the Princess’ red hair. 
 
    Taking a dagger out from behind her back, Akena whispered, “Remember me, Mad General.” 
 
    He saw the little boy, who was never destined to become a great warrior, lose his life. His mother screamed in wild despair. The Scarlet Swordsman’s cloak turned into a giant wave of blood that rose up, covering the sky. A True Word… An explosion went off and the facilities of Delphie were blown to kingdom come. Akena, her arms outstretched, fell back. Her hair merged with the flames. Hadjar was reaching for her, trying to save her, but he couldn’t. He was too weak. Still too weak… 
 
    “Remember me.” 
 
    Everything was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The door leading to the Empress of Darnassus’ chambers opened and her husband entered the room. 
 
    “Please brush my hair, my love,” the Empress said, holding out a comb. 
 
    Morgan came up behind her and began to calmly brush her silky hair. They were silent for a long while. 
 
    “You knew,” the Empress finally whispered. “You knew that when your bastard daughter returned to the Forbidden City, I’d force her to go with my... our son, and that she’d die there!” 
 
    Morgan simply continued to brush her hair. 
 
    “You knew I wouldn’t let her live! To continue to be a threat to my son’s future! You knew all of it! You’ve always known! Since the day you brought that red-haired slut to the Palace! You knew you’d have a child with her! You knew that I’d do everything in my power to get rid of her! You knew that I’d bribe Rekka and use her oath to Akena! You knew I’d be the one to put the swords in her hands which would end up cutting your whore’s throat open!” 
 
    Morgan was still combing her wavy hair, which was as dark as the night itself. 
 
    “You knew everything! You planned it all! As you always do… And the worst part is that I knew it, too. I know that everyone in Darnassus are just puppets to you.” 
 
    The comb kept calmly moving through the black, silky waterfall. 
 
    “Tell me, have you ever loved anyone?” The Empress whispered in a trembling voice. 
 
    Morgan leaned down close to her ear and whispered: 
 
    “I have.” He straightened up. The comb flashed in his hand. Like a dagger, it plunged into the Empress’ neck. An explosion of red splattered against the ceiling. “But not you.” 
 
    He turned away, leaving the Empress of Darnassus to die alone and in agony. General Dekoy Schuver was waiting for him at the door. He handed the Emperor a handkerchief to wipe his hands with. 
 
    “Make sure that everyone is certain that the Lascanians did this.” 
 
    “Of course,” the Head of the Secret Office bowed. 
 
    “Darnassians aren’t baby killers. We only managed to avenge the murder of our beloved Empress at the last second.” 
 
    “Of course, my Emperor.” 
 
    The Emperor, leaving behind his dying wife’s chambers, moved through the labyrinthine corridors of the Palace. No one would know this... No one would see this. It was only after he was completely alone that he clutched his chest. He opened his mouth in a silent cry of agony that no words could describe. He stood there, clutching the tapestry, until he fell to the cold stone floor. He lay there, his scream frozen, not letting a single sound escape his bloody lips. Tears streamed down his face. Eerily, they were tears of blood. This lasted for a few long, strenuous minutes, then he got up, straightened his robes, and headed for his office. 
 
    “Soon, my love... Soon, my daughter... I’ll go to the threshold of my forefathers’ home to see you one last time before I’m cast into the abyss… Wait for me just a little longer. I’ll finally get to embrace you for the first, only, and last time…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1105 
 
      
 
   H adjar was sitting on a hill and watching yet another Legion gather around Dahanatan. How many had there been so far? Hadjar didn’t want to count them. He was sitting on the hill where he’d first talked to the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion, the dragon Chin’Ameh. 
 
    Hadjar watched as the fields around the capital were gradually being filled by millions of true cultivators. Even those who’d fought against great heroes and personally witnessed the Emperor’s power couldn’t remain indifferent to this sight. The sight of several million Heaven Soldiers clad in armor and united by the same banners was unnerving. The cavalry rode warhorses that were each as powerful as their riders. Huge warships hovered in the sky, bearing snow-white sails. Black cannons menacingly poked out from their sides. Sailors and soldiers were bustling about. The senior officers emanated the auras of Lords. The Generals and admirals were all Nameless — to most people, they were the pinnacle of the martial arts world of the Seven Empires. They were Nameless, after all, who stood at the very edge of the unknown, for in the Seven Empires, no one could even imagine what lay beyond that level. They suspected that there was a level above it, and even had some proof in the form of cultivators from the past being rumored to have reached it, but they didn’t know its name or how to go about doing so themselves. 
 
    Thanks to Raven’s Wing, who had disappeared immediately after they’d returned to the capital, Hadjar now knew that the Nameless level wasn’t the pinnacle for mortals. Beyond it was the final level of mortal prowess, which straddled the line between the mortal world and the Immortal one. The Heaven Emperor level… 
 
    Furthermore, if a cultivator could survive the Trial of the Heavens and the Earth, they’d be free from the influence of time and age, but not... From the shackles of the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. The only way to overcome those would be to advance through all nine stages of the Divine Warrior level, become a god, and ascend to the Seventh Heaven. 
 
    “Sixth Legion!” Trumpets blared, bugles sounded, sails swelled, horses neighed, and men shouted. “March!” 
 
    An army comprised of millions of true cultivators marched toward Lascan. Both Empires were gathering their forces for a decisive battle. No one knew when it would start or how long it would last, given the overwhelming power of their respective armies. 
 
    Hadjar stared at his calloused hands. He could see blood on them. It was as if his whole arms were soaked in it. 
 
    “How long has it been...” he whispered, “How long has it been since the last time I fought as part of an army…” 
 
    It had truly been a long time. Back when he and his brother had fought side by side. Their goal had been simple back then — to survive until the next dawn. Their enemy used to be right in front of them. An enemy that had wanted to take their life, home, and the land for which their ancestors had shed their blood. 
 
    He’d wanted to protect it all, save it, defend it.  The more he’d progressed, the more Hadjar had understood that soldiers were merely pawns. Then he’d realized that the officers were pawns as well. In the end, he also learned that the Generals were pawns. All of them were just pawns on a board where there were no white or black spaces. Only a dim, gray haze covering the whole world. 
 
    Hadjar should’ve despised Morgan for sacrificing his daughter, his beloved, and his lawful wife, making her out to be the victim of Lascanian assassins. Black mourning flags had been flown all over Dahanatan that week, and the people had been singing funeral songs for the Empress... He understood Morgan… And hated himself for it. But that didn’t mean that he agreed with him. 
 
    But if he didn’t agree with the Emperor of his homeland, his Empire, then how could he go to war for him? Why was he even fighting against the lands that this very Empire had ravaged, for the sake of a family that the Empire had destroyed? Why? Hadjar didn’t know. He didn’t know why he, a child murder, should ever go to the Lascanian border. 
 
    While the Legion was heading to the western border to face the enemy Empire, Hadjar was clutching a scroll that said he was being sent back to Sukhashim. Once he got there, he was to train and then lead Darnassus’ new army, the Moon Stream Army, to the front. There, he’d join the other Generals commanding the Western front under the supervision of the great hero Suleim the Pearl, a Lieutenant-General from the Sea of Sand. Technically, it wouldn’t be accurate to say that Hadjar was being sent to the front, but instead... He was being asked to go there. After the news about the battle between the Mad General and Taniged the Cloudy had spread throughout the Seven Empires, the people had realized that, even though one great swordsman had fallen, in his place, another one had risen. His former disciple, who was believed to be able to surpass his Master one day, had already reached dizzying heights. 
 
    Except… Hadjar understood that it would take him a century or more to actually surpass Tarisfal, and not the front he’d put up. Orune had been the strongest, and therefore, the loneliest. Hadjar understood him now. Just as he understood why Orune had served Morgan. At first, it had been out of respect, and then also... out of gratitude. Morgan had given Orune a goal, a purpose, a meaning behind spilling his own and someone else’s blood. A warrior who didn’t know why they drew their sword was worse than a rabid dog. 
 
    “Master,” Hadjar whispered. He remembered the red-haired Akena stabbing the boy’s throat. The boy whose name Hadjar still didn’t even know. “Help me, Master…” 
 
    There was no reply. Just the rumble of the Legion marching on. The clatter of tin pawns marching proudly to their doom. And a complete calm. Tears slid down Hadjar’s face and hit the ground. 
 
    “Mom,” he whispered. “Dad. Brother. Serra. Nanny... Uncle… Aunt... Please... Someone…” 
 
    There was no reply. Hadjar looked at the sword in his hands. He could feel something cracking in his chest. Something was breaking. His path, which had previously been as solid as the eternal sky, was now breaking down. One by one, wounds opened up in his soul that he was unable to heal. 
 
    “Please,” Hadjar whispered. “Why should I fight? Why should I go into battle? Do I have the strength to reach the Seventh Heaven? Am I strong enough to stand up to the Black General? Do I have the strength to free the people? The people who fight each other just to have a reason to live…” 
 
    Soul wounds covered Hadjar. Energy flowed out from them. His blue eyes faded. His blade rotted in his hands. His blue robes frayed and then disappeared. Hadjar had been fighting for so long. So viciously. Without feeling sorry for himself or others. But for what? Why? He didn’t know. Darkness was closing in on him from all sides. The abyss that everyone had to fight was approaching him, but everyone was doomed to fail eventually. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1106 
 
      
 
   A ll that mattered was how long he could hold on to the edge of that abyss. They were all just suicides waiting to happen, pushing back the moment when everything they’d done, everything they’d achieved, would cease to make any sense. 
 
    Akena had been right. They were all looking for glory. And Hadjar was no exception. He didn’t want to be forgotten. He was also afraid that his footprints in the sand would be washed away. They killed and died in order to be remembered by their family, friends, children, or even the whole world. It didn’t matter. But… 
 
    Hadjar remembered Earth and the joy with which he’d immerse himself in music. It had given him peace and, most importantly, a connection to the entire world. It had given him something that, no matter how much he’d tried to convince himself otherwise, battle had never given him. Hadjar hadn’t been born to be a warrior. His first thought hadn’t been of fighting, but of wandering. He had taken up the sword because he’d had to. He had gone to war because he’d had to. And when he was done with one, he’d go on to the next one, and then another, and the one after that, and so on until he finally reached the Seventh Heaven, because he was the only one who could handle this burden. The sword was a part of him. He loved it. And he hated it. It was this hatred of himself, of his essence, of his true self, that was killing him right now, and nothing and no one could- 
 
    “Calm down, I’m here,” someone whispered in his ear. “I’ll be your hand. I’ll be your heart. All your troubles and grief will disappear-” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” Hadjar whispered back. “As long as I can be with you, play and sing for you…” 
 
    He turned around, but there was no one there. Just the smell of earth and flowers. Someone’s silhouette could be seen in the peacefully floating clouds. But he felt better. There was someone in this world who was waiting for him. And Hadjar couldn’t let her down. He hadn’t found her yet, but… He raised his sword in front of him. 
 
    “I hate you,” he said. “But I also love you. I’m your slave, but I’m also your master. You are as much a part of me as I am a part of you. We’ll get all the way to the end together. We’ll face everything that comes at us. But remember this: the very day, the exact moment we reach our destination and the tyranny of the Seventh Heaven ends, I’ll throw you so far away that I’ll never be able to find you again. That’ll be the day when the Mad General dies.” 
 
    Hadjar drew his sword. He held it up in front of him, then brought it down hard. Nothing happened. Then, it suddenly became even quieter than before. Everyone who was within a hundred miles and possessed at least a Barony felt their Kingdoms growing three times weaker. This terrified them. They were all deathly afraid of the person who could wield such deep mysteries of the Sword and Wind. 
 
    “I’ll call you… ‘Torn Sky, third stance: the ‘Peaceful Day.’” 
 
    Hadjar put his sword back into its sheath and staggered down the hill, feeling his wounds begin to heal. His brother, whose son was about to be born, was waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The people who knew that the Raven Sect were followers of the Black General, the Enemy, the first Darkhan, imagined that their base was the most predictable thing in the world — something ominous and situated on the rocky shore of a sea. The battle of these two elements, where the water crashed over the stones in an inexorable manner, trying to break them, and they endured and fought back, dispersing their enemy, would surely exemplify their own dark struggle. And there were certainly dark, stormy clouds in the sky, and lightning flashed and thunder roared so fiercely that it drowned out the sounds of the eternal battle between the water and the rocks. Not a single blade of grass or a single tree grew here. There were generally no animals, except those that had wandered over by accident and were now howling as they suffered an agonizing death. There was indeed a lonely castle situated on the edge of a cliff above the sea, one which served as a beacon in this inhospitable, eerie land of darkness and destruction. 
 
    The most amazing thing about all of this was that anyone who’d pictured such a thing would almost be right, but only because the storm season had begun on Kemerli Cliff. At any other time, this region was far more picturesque. 
 
    Raven’s Wing, leaning against a sword embedded in a stone, didn’t care. The lone wanderer in the storm looked at the ancient, majestic building. There were legends that claimed it had been built by the Black General himself. Raven’s Wing doubted this… He’d used to believe it, but now he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    He had seen Hadjar Darkhan, talked to him, fought against him, and alongside him, even told him a story that no one knew except him and his Master. The same Master who hadn’t even come out of the castle to do anything himself… 
 
    “He won’t come...” Raven’s Wing sighed, “It was stupid to hope he would, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was.” A man standing in front of him nodded. He was wearing a gray-and-red hunting suit. A tattered raincoat of the same color fluttered over his shoulders, and a matching wide-brimmed hat covered his head. A raven covered in rubies fluttered in the air behind the man. The man held two swords, both of them looking like grayish, steel stingers. They reflected the flashes of lightning in the rubies that seemed to grow right from inside the steel. Raindrops slid down his iron boots. 
 
    Raven’s Wing knew that he could do nothing against this man, who was one of the closest disciples of the sect Head, a dual-wielding swordsman who possessed several True Kingdoms, and was an advanced-stage Nameless. 
 
    “You betrayed us, Raven’s Wing,” he said. Raven’s Wing could now see just how stupid they’d all been... and how stupid he had been. “You betrayed the Master. You betrayed his path and our ancestor.” 
 
    “What was my betrayal, exactly, my brother?” 
 
    “Don’t call me brother, you worm! You know what it was. You didn’t bring us the descendant! That was your mission.” 
 
    “I didn’t…” 
 
    Raven’s Wing took one last look at the castle. It had once been his home. 
 
    “One day, he’ll come,” Raven’s Wing closed his eyes and reached for the hilt of his sword. “And destroy what you call the Raven Sect.” 
 
    “Heretic!” 
 
    Raven’s Wing didn’t listen to him. He charged in, limping, pain from his injuries wracking his body. He chose to end his life a little better than he’d begun it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cain... Brother… How are you?” 
 
    A boy opened his eyes. He was lying on a bed in a small room. In a chair next to him sat his freckled, ever-cheerful brother. The brother he’d hated so much... and had missed so terribly. The brother he’d... 
 
    “Ab-” 
 
    The red-haired boy hugged Cain tightly, “I’m so sorry,” he cried out suddenly. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    Cain froze and then hugged his brother tightly. 
 
    “Are mom and dad here?” Cain asked. 
 
    His brother pulled back, wiped away his tears, and smiled again with that same smile that had once beamed at the one who’d been called Raven’s Wing. 
 
    “Of course! They’re waiting for us.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    Cain got up from his bed and was surprised to see that there was no scar on his chest. Something caught his attention. He turned to the window and saw a raven lying in the field. It had been impaled by a sword. The beast that had once destroyed an entire village was finally defeated. Cain finally felt what he’d longed for all this time. Peace. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1107 
 
      
 
   E inen couldn’t sit still. He’d cross his arms over his chest, then put them on his belt, then put them on his knees, then straighten up, then try to get to his feet, only to get stopped by Hadjar and Tom. They were all sitting in the long corridor in the house that had once belonged to Hadjar’s Master. 
 
    The Kesalia clan, the new aristocratic clan of Darnassus, had needed their own district, so they’d decided to use this land for those purposes. Admittedly, they hadn’t had much of a choice. 
 
    Over the past several months, the abandoned yard, where only weeds had grown before, had turned into a beautiful garden thanks to Dora, her sister, and Annette. It was now impossible to take your eyes off it. But anyone who tried to get in without permission would be risking their life. The garden wasn’t just beautiful, but also deadly. The house had gradually been renovated as well, turning from a modest hovel to a castle like the one that stood in the Forbidden City itself. 
 
    “Stop being so nervous,” Tom said. 
 
    Einen looked at him like he was a complete idiot. Hadjar was surprised to see that the islander was capable of showing such obvious emotions. 
 
    “What?” Tom spread his arms out. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Tom,” Hadjar drawled, “You’re saying the right things… The problem is that you’re saying them.” 
 
    “So I should both say them and not?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but please find a way.” 
 
    Tom opened his mouth to reply, then threw his hands up in surrender and turned to the window. Hadjar noticed that Einen’s hands were shaking slightly with fear. His brave brother had fought alongside him in battles that would’ve made even stronger cultivators shiver. The islander had, without an ounce of hesitation, been ready to launch a suicidal attack in an attempt to save his friend. He’d fought monsters. He had gone against a whole Empire. But... he was terrified of what was happening on the floor above them. 
 
    Hadjar wanted to say something, anything. Give him a few words of encouragement, or maybe even comfort. But that would’ve been useless. He just put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. Einen looked up at him with those unusual purple eyes of his. They showed silent gratitude and appreciation. 
 
    Suddenly, Annette ran down the stairs. Sweating, but looking happy and smiling wide, she looked at Einen. He immediately jumped up. 
 
    “Go and see for yourself!” She answered his unspoken question. 
 
    They all rushed up together. They first bumped into each other on the stairs, and then let Einen go first. He practically charged into the room where the midwives were gathering up their equipment. There, on a huge bed under a carved canopy, lay Dora, sweating, pale, and obviously tired. She was holding a bundle. She looked at Einen and smiled. He went to her and, bending down, kissed her on the forehead, then gently lifted up his child. 
 
    “Brother, look.” It was the first time Hadjar had heard such a tone of voice from the islander. It was the tone of a man who seemed to have gotten everything he could’ve possibly wanted. Someone who was truly happy. “Look at him.” 
 
    Hadjar approached him. The small newborn was sleeping peacefully in Einen’s arms. He had a slightly purple hue to his skin, but that was apparently normal. Hadjar clearly didn’t know much about babies. 
 
    “Think of a name for him, my love,” Dora said. It was difficult for her to speak, but her eyes shone with the same pure happiness as Einen’s own. 
 
    Einen caressed the baby’s cheek and then whispered: 
 
    “Shakur… It’s difficult to translate into the language of the Empire, but the rough translation is ‘calm’ or ‘peaceful.’” 
 
    “I like it,” Dora smiled gently. 
 
    Einen suddenly turned to Hadjar and pointed to a vat of water. 
 
    “The blood of the free pirates of my homeland runs through his veins. Will you do me the honor, brother?” 
 
    Hadjar’s heart skipped a beat. Something hard was stuck in his throat. 
 
    “It’s a great honor to-” He began. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll finally stop with your endearments then.” Tom took a sip, but no one paid any attention to him. 
 
    Hadjar went over to the vat and drew his dagger, running it across his palm. Thick, scarlet drops fell inside, and the water turned a soft pink. 
 
    “Take my son, Hadjar,” Einen handed the bundle to him. 
 
    By the High Heavens, Hadjar Darkhan had held many different things in his hands. He had fought so many bloodcurdling things, but it was only at this moment that his hands trembled for the first time. Just like Einen’s had. 
 
    He took the baby carefully, even trying not to breathe. Einen bent down toward the newborn and whispered in his ear in his native language: 
 
    “Hello, my son. My beloved Shakur. You have come into a cruel, cold world. Don’t be afraid of it. Water and blood will accompany you. Be strong. Be brave. Let the wind fill your sails on the way to your dreams and the day will come when you find yourself.” 
 
    Hadjar gently lowered the baby into the water and then carefully took him out. The boy didn’t cry. He just opened his purple eyes and stared at Hadjar. 
 
    “This is your uncle, my dear Shakur,” Einen whispered. “His spirit will protect you on your way to your dreams. Love him as you love your father and mother, for his blood was the first blood to accompany you in the water.” 
 
    Hadjar looked into the baby’s eyes, and the emptiness that had consumed him on the hill seemed so meaningless to him now. Why should he fight? So Shakur wouldn’t have to. So that one day, there would be peace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar bent down to a night flower currently blooming in the dark. It shone with a deep blue color. 
 
    “Are you leaving without even saying goodbye to him?” He heard Dora’s voice. 
 
    “He’ll want to go with me, but... he has a son now. And you. You’re both much more important than another pointless war.” 
 
    Dora stayed quiet. Hadjar adjusted his bag and opened the gate. He wanted to leave the place properly, and not simply run away with the help of his Technique… 
 
    “I don’t hate you, descendant of the Enemy,” Dora declared suddenly. “You’re my husband’s brother. You’re my baby’s godfather. Remember, this is your home and always will be. You aren’t a guest here. You’re part of our family.” 
 
    “It’s a very strange family, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Very,” Dora laughed. 
 
    Hadjar took a step past the gate, and a white lightning bolt took him away. Dora was left alone in the garden. She looked up at the sky, where the white flash was disappearing. It was heading toward Sukhashim. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “For the good of all of us. For Einen’s and Shakur’s sake, don’t ever come back here again…” 
 
    Dora went back to the house. Something inevitable was going to happen and... Someone had to survive to tell the tale. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1108 
 
      
 
   S ukhashim’s walls rose toward the sky like two majestic wings. They cut through the air like mighty blades, looking at Lascan with an undaunted and unyielding gaze. 
 
    There was a traveler walking along the road with a bag over his shoulder who looked quite unusual. He was dressed in clothes so exquisite and expensive that out here on the frontier, where the smoke of war blotted out the sun, they seemed severely out of place. A sword scabbard swung from his belt. It was simple, made from wood, covered with tanned leather, and studded with iron rivets. The hilt peeking out of it didn’t seem to be anything special or high-quality, either. The strips of leather on it came together into a barely perceptible pattern. His long, coal-colored hair, which was currently tied back in a ponytail that reached his waist, was decorated with three white feathers and many ornaments. His blue eyes stared straight ahead. He was tall, stately, and exuded power. He was clearly not an ordinary person. His boots contrasted with his robes. They were not expensive boots or the new-fangled shoes of the sheikhs from the Sea of Sand, but the simplest bast shoes possible, looking like they might fall apart at any second. 
 
    “War,” Hadjar whispered, “is like an almost-forgotten lover. You miss it, but you’d rather sleep with someone new instead.” 
 
    “Are you philosophizing again, barbarian? You should drink with me instead.” 
 
    “I’d need to attain the True Kingdom of Wine to drink with you.” 
 
    “Do you think it exists?” 
 
    “Hmm... If you keep drinking like that for the next millennium, I think we’ll find out.” 
 
    “In that case...Cheers, General!” Tom raised the bottle. 
 
    “Thank you, Senior Officer.” 
 
    Tom took two long gulps and wiped his lips with the sleeve of his robes. Like Hadjar, he held the straps of a bag in his left hand, which swayed as he walked. 
 
    Hadjar turned his gaze back to Sukhashim. The formerly crumbling, deserted border fort now teemed with life. The flag of the Moon Stream Army flew from its central tower. Even at this distance, the echoes of training and the booming voices of Ognesh and Guram could be heard. These two were the highest-ranking officers in the army, not counting Hadjar and Tom, of course. 
 
    Steel clanged against steel. Warriors groaned, unable to withstand the blows. Screams and shouts blended into a symphony that always accompanied the Moon Stream Army’s hellish training. Hadjar didn’t really like the fact that the rumors about them had long since gone past Sukhashim and had even reached the capital. 
 
    “It’s only been a month since the last time I’ve been here,” Tom said, cracking his neck and attaching the bottle to his belt, “but I feel like it’s changed a lot.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer, because it wasn’t worth spoiling Tom by agreeing with him too often. Something had really changed about Sukhashim. It used to look like a shaggy, weak puppy whining behind a fence. But now it was a wild dog ready to fight any opponent. 
 
    “The General and Senior Officer are back!” A shout came from the parapet above the drawbridge. “Raise the gates!” 
 
    Huge chains creaked, making the wrought-iron bars retract into the gates. The courtyard of the fort looked almost exactly as they’d left it when they had gone to rescue the Prince and Princess. We’re all just footprints in the sand, waiting to be washed away by a wave. Hadjar pushed away the memories of Akena. Her words were too painful for him to dwell on them. They would interfere with his cultivation. He had a goal. And he had to grow stronger, much stronger than he was now, in order to achieve it. It wasn’t yet time for him to look for reasons to stop fighting. 
 
    “General Hadjar Darkhan! Senior Officer Tom the Rootless!” Running out to the parade ground from the forge, Ognesh immediately saluted and stood at attention. “I’m glad to see you back home!” 
 
    “We’re glad to be back!” Tom replied with a sarcastic smile. “Well, I’ll leave you two to it. I have some unfinished business.” 
 
    He shook his half-full bottle as he left. Ognesh’s eyes followed him with a look that a hunter usually reserved for a dog that hadn’t brought back any prey in a long time. 
 
    “We won’t be discussing the Senior Officer’s conduct, officer Ognesh,” Hadjar immediately nipped it in the bud. He remembered the atmosphere at the Moon army’s war councils. Despite the fact that they’d been very loose with their rants and bickering, they had still been experienced commanders who’d survived hundreds of battles. As for the Moon Stream Army, the only one who had any knowledge of war here was Hadjar. Therefore, until they wiped away all remnants of their civilian life from their souls with sweat, blood, ashes, and fire, Hadjar had to take on the role of a dictator. Otherwise, he simply wouldn’t be able to save all these young men and women. Even then, he still wouldn’t be able to do so… 
 
    “Give me your report, officer Ognesh.” Hadjar adjusted his bag and headed toward the central tower of Sukhashim. 
 
    “Yes, my General…” 
 
    There was a long list of army statistics: the number of soldiers who had advanced to the Formation level, the Transformation level, the number of new arrivals and the number of those who had left… Even though the Moon Stream Army only grew thanks to Hadjar and Tom’s fame, the number would sometimes dip. 
 
    No matter how good the Technique Hadjar had taken from the library of the Predatory Blades clan was, no matter how potent Dora’s potion was, there were still accidents, ranging from: ‘A training weight fell on their neck and broke it’ to ‘Didn’t drink the potion in time, so they died during sparring’. Fortunately, over the past month, less than ten people had died like this. Compared to the almost twenty thousand new arrivals, this seemed like a minor fluctuation at worst. 
 
    General Darkhan thought so, at least, but everyone who’d died before they had even entered a battlefield felt like a personal blunder to Hadjar. Maybe that was why he’d never be a good ruler. Not like he wanted to be one. There was too much of his father in him, a man who might’ve been a brave warrior and a great General, but had been a lousy king. It had taken Hadjar a long time to realize this… 
 
    “The Moon Stream Army now has more than seventy-five thousand personnel; one hundred and sixteen cannons; as well as five dozen battering rams. Our library has two hundred volumes of various Techniques. We’re fully equipped with tokens that keep track of Honor Points.” 
 
    “Ammunition?” 
 
    “Three quarters ready,” Ognesh continued. It was surprising that a man without absolute memory could so confidently and accurately tell him so much information without getting any time to prepare his report. “The last batch of helmets for the rear line will be ready this week. So will the breastplates and armored boots for the left flank.” 
 
    “Training?” 
 
    “Progressing as normal.” 
 
    “Normal,” Hadjar repeated, and looked up at the sky. The clouds were gradually turning gray. This was a sure sign of a war — too much ash... “How long until the equipment is completely sorted?” 
 
    “Eleven days, starting today.” 
 
    “All right, then we’ll march on the twelfth.” 
 
    Hadjar took another step forward. Ognesh didn’t move. 
 
    “What’s wrong, officer Ognesh?” 
 
    “Nothing, my General. It’s just-” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” 
 
    Many would’ve immediately started to deny this ‘shameful’ fact, but not Ognesh. He was simply too brave to admit his fear without prompting. 
 
    “I am, my General,” He pressed a fist to his chest. “I’m afraid.” 
 
    “That’s good... Be afraid, and don’t be afraid of being afraid.” Hadjar glanced around the training ground, where the warriors were fighting. “Those who are afraid usually get to live longer.” He went into the tower, giving Ognesh instructions from the darkness, “I’ll be gone before sundown. While I’m gone, you’re in charge.” 
 
    “What about Senior Officer Tom the Rootless?” 
 
    “He’s busy.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1109 
 
      
 
   T he Little Stream village, unlike Sukhashim, despite the ash in the air, had hardly changed. It was the same peaceful village he’d been to before. Except for the fact that he saw fewer young men and women around than when he’d first come to visit. Many had answered the call of their ancestors’ blood and gone to join the Moon Stream Army. 
 
    Over the years, Hadjar had realized that one shouldn’t underestimate the deeply rooted parts of people. For example, the memory of their ancestors. It could manifest in the form of their mothers’ stories, their fathers’ instructive words, or some deep, inner calling. It didn’t matter. Regardless of how hard a person tried to deny or change it, their ancestors still influenced them as they looked at them from their home in the vast expanses of eternity. Those who were born to spill blood could even wield a simple stick and still fight an enemy with it. 
 
    Hadjar walked through the village, ambling between small, neat houses and yards. He listened to the dogs barking, people talking as they hurried about their day, and no one saw him. Hidden from the eyes of mortals, practitioners, and even cultivators, he looked for a specific house. He was only hiding because the village chief hated him. Guram, the chief’s only son, had left to serve precisely because Hadjar had influenced him. And getting into a conflict with a village that was under the protection of the Last King wasn’t exactly the smartest thing to do. There was no honor in it. And Hadjar barely had any honor left as it was. 
 
    Over the years, Hadjar’s power had grown, and his honor and dignity, on the contrary, had lessened. The law of balance wasn’t always pleasant in how it chose to manifest itself. 
 
    The Last King, or Erhard, or White Fang, or the first disciple of the Black General, hadn’t changed. He was standing in a yard, across from a tree stump, and because he was shirtless, his many scars were visible. Right now, his white hair was pulled back into a tight bun since he was chopping wood. 
 
    Winter had ended quickly here, and the snow drifts had left behind only a pathetic reminder of their existence in the form of some light frost on the young grass. The north wind had been replaced by the west one, bringing with it the fumes from the distant battles. The war was quickly approaching its climax. Soon, the final battle, which would determine the winner, for the next century or two at least, would take place. 
 
    Darnassus had an heir, but Lascan only had the Regent Mother, someone who couldn’t even be called the Empress, not really. The Lascanian Imperial line had been ended. In order to form a new one, they needed to perform an ancient ritual, for which Lascan neither had the time nor the resources. Morgan had checkmated them on so many fronts. While everyone had been playing the usual game of chess, he’d had a very complex game of his own going, one that obviously had far more than a mere sixty-four squares. Even his neural network couldn’t see as many moves ahead as Morgan could. That was why, even though Hadjar despised Morgan, he also admired him for his dedication, his mind, and his willingness to sacrifice anyone. We are all just… 
 
    Chop! Chop! Chop! The axe creaked as it split a log that had been placed on the stump. White Fang raised his axe again, and then froze. He turned toward the gate, and their eyes met. Hadjar still remembered how easily he’d been stabbed by this Spirit Knight. That had been a vivid demonstration of how mysterious the path of cultivation truly was. Maybe Erhard could only store a small amount of energy in himself, but his body was definitely much stronger than Hadjar’s. Erhard was much better with the sword, too, even though he had less energy, which made Hadjar think about his True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword that had been created by combining two different Kingdoms. 
 
    “Junior disciple,” White Fang greeted him. There was nothing surprising about the fact that he could see Hadjar even under the veil of his Kingdom that hid his aura and body. “You’ve returned from your travels and now you’re a little stronger. That’s good.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Hadjar bowed slightly with a grin. 
 
    “Spare me the fake courtesy,” White Fang said, slinging his axe over his shoulder, “what if Lita or Eria saw us talking right now?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t need to ask if the residents of the house knew about the true nature of the warrior whose mind and soul had been damaged. However, they weren’t actually that far from the truth with their assumptions. 
 
    “Have you come to speak to Eria, junior disciple?” 
 
    “Yes, Er... White Fang.” 
 
    “She’s making tea,” Erhard continued in the same flat tone. Only his eyes expressed emotion, a cold, threatening sheen of steel, and Hadjar sensed that one wrong move could lead to a fight. “Verx went to the farmers for milk and cheese. Little Lita is asleep. Please, junior disciple, don’t wake her up.” 
 
    “Okay, White Fang. May I come in?” 
 
    Hadjar put his hand on the gate and, for the first time, saw a smile appear on the face of the man who’d once conquered and united the entire White Dragon region. 
 
    “Even before I was imprisoned in that sarcophagus, I didn’t follow the laws of hospitality, junior disciple. They are all false. In this world, there is only one law — power.” 
 
    “With all due respect, White Fang, I’m not in the mood for this.” 
 
    Erhard chuckled again, “If you want to, come in, but I’m not the host here, and I can’t give you permission.” 
 
    Indicating that their conversation was over, White Fang returned to his work. Chop! The axe handle creaked again. Chop! Chop! Chop! 
 
    Pushing the gate open and entering the yard, Hadjar realized he was holding his hand on the hilt of his sword. It wasn’t surprising. A single attack from White Fang’s axe could’ve easily cut through Hadjar’s armor and flesh both. 
 
    This was really the same Last King that had turned his sword against the dragons and had paid with everything he’d had, even his Empire, for this transgression. Hadjar thought about this until he found himself inside the small house that Eria, her daughter, and their servant lived in. It was very neat, but it smelled musty and damp — an obvious sign that no one had lived here for a long time. The village, even if it was small, always had extra houses that were meant for newlyweds or new villagers. It was a common practice in the White Dragon region, a legacy left over from... from the times of the man who was currently chopping wood in the yard. 
 
    Eria was standing by the hearth. She was humming a song to herself as she threw various herbs and roots into a kettle, which stood on an iron grate. She was short and deeply tanned, her brown hair in a braid, and she wore a simple, hastily made cotton dress and apron. 
 
    “General,” she turned, smiled at him, and returned to her task. “I’m glad you decided to visit us before you left for the front. Lita kept asking about you.” 
 
    Running his hand over the embroidered tablecloth, Hadjar was once again convinced that his assumptions were correct. 
 
    “What is your name, my lady?” He asked. 
 
    Eria laughed, but her hand trembled, and a few dried leaves fell on the floor, which was too warm for this time of year. 
 
    “Have you forgotten my name, General?” 
 
    “What is your name, my lady?” Hadjar repeated his question. 
 
    “As I’ve told you before, it’s Eria,” she replied. 
 
    These answers might’ve easily mislead someone who had never spoken to a Fae before. 
 
    “For the third time, what is your name, my lady?” 
 
    Eria — or whatever her real name was — turned. Her simple dress turned into silk and brocade. Her dark skin transformed into glistening copper and bronze. The feline features of her face were now a little clearer, and they made her even more beautiful. She seemed to grow taller and change from a well-built middle-aged woman to a young, achingly beautiful girl who could start a war with a mere wave of her hand. 
 
    The house also transformed. It became more spacious, lighter, and cleaner. The carpet on the floor suddenly turned into grass. The tablecloth turned into the soft crown of a tree. 
 
    “Eria,” the woman replied in a melodious voice. “A courtier of the Summer Court.” 
 
    A Fae couldn’t lie. They always told the truth. But they answered a question directly only after you asked them three times. Hadjar could always tell when someone was part of this magical race. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1110 
 
      
 
   E ria hadn’t tried to mislead him about her noble background… Interesting. Hadjar could always identify a Fae (though not immediately), as well as those whose blood was mixed with theirs. Lita was one such halfbreed. 
 
    Eria hadn’t been lying when she’d said that she was from the Kingdom next to Balium, either. One of the Princes or Kings from that area had probably been lucky enough to become a Fae’s husband. They did say that Fae were unmatched in the art of love and pleasure… 
 
    “When did you become aware of this, North Wind, servant of Mab?” She asked. Her voice was still melodious and pleasant, but her tone became rougher, a little more arrogant, and clearly hostile. 
 
    “When you saw me use the Name of the Wind,” Hadjar replied. “Or rather, when I saw the way you looked at me doing so.” 
 
    “And how did I look?” 
 
    “Insulted. And even somewhat hurt.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a long moment, then Eria got up and walked over to the hearth. Her movements were so elegant. She took the teapot off its little hook and, holding the lid lightly, poured the fragrant drink into two cups. By the High Heavens, Hadjar had never smelled anything more delicious in his life. But he still didn’t drink the tea. 
 
    “Will you refuse to drink the tea that was poured for you in my house, General?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Eria, “This isn’t your home, my lady. I once drank a potion poured for me by a witch. I almost died.” 
 
    “Are you comparing me to a mere human witch, General?” 
 
    “I’m just stating a fact.” 
 
    She elegantly sipped some tea from her own earthenware cup. She looked as if she were holding unsurpassed porcelain instead. 
 
    “Once upon a time, magic, true magic, miracles, and sorcery only belonged to our people,” She said thoughtfully, staring at the wall. “They were the gifts that Danu had given her life for. When we came to the hills and forests, we created houses and cities where wine never stopped flowing... Where music played from dusk till dawn.” 
 
    “Miracles and magic can’t belong to anyone, Eria. That would be wrong.” 
 
    “And is it right that we were banished to a world where there are none?” 
 
    Hadjar recalled the stories about the gods fighting against the Fae. The Ever-Seeking Spear had been made for this battle. But Danu’s people hadn’t been destined to win. The Black General had known no defeats. 
 
    “You’re talking about exile, but you’re still sitting here,” Hadjar said, gesturing at the small kitchen, “In a house built by humans, on land cultivated by humans. Even your daughter is half human.” 
 
    “Are you trying to insult me?” 
 
    “Just stating a fact, nothing more.” 
 
    “A fact... I’ll tell you a fact, then. The one whose soul fragment you carry in your soul once stole the knowledge of the true Words and Names of everything. He gave it to the gods, and then to the humans. They spread this knowledge throughout the Nameless World. That’s how what was once ours alone and made us Fae what we are became the property of all who can see even a little.” 
 
    “That’s why you impose oaths on everyone that make it so no one will teach others the true Words?” 
 
    “That oath is necessary for this damned world to continue to exist,” Eria hissed, “Imagine if you wanted to teach someone the Name of the Wind. How would you describe it? What if someone listened to you and went down the wrong path? Where would it take them? No, General Darkhan, you can’t teach a deaf person how to play music and a blind one how to paint. You can only point them in the right direction, but they must do the rest themselves.” 
 
    Hadjar was about to say something and then stopped. Eria knew he had a fragment of the Black General’s soul within him, which meant… 
 
    “You know who White Fang really is,” he said. 
 
    Eria didn’t respond. She just sipped her tea. The Fae couldn’t lie, so her silence was a clear answer. 
 
    “And Lita?” 
 
    “She doesn’t. She doesn’t need that kind of burden.” 
 
    They were both silent for a while. 
 
    Strange times were coming to the Nameless World. The General with a dragon heart and a fragment of the Black General’s soul, the Last King Erhard, and a courtier of the Summer Court were in the same place, in a backwater village. Some might’ve called it a coincidence, some might’ve even called it fate, but Hadjar could feel the Wind in it — a faint, light breeze that slowly formed the calm before the fiercest of storms. The storm of change. 
 
    “You came to ask me something, General Darkhan, so go ahead and ask.” 
 
    “Will you answer me?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Eria turned toward the corridor that led to the small room where Lita was currently sleeping peacefully. 
 
    “When I left the Fae Lands, I lost most of my powers. I didn’t regret it for a second... until that moment... and if it hadn’t been for White Fang... My daughter is my only reason to live. You gave her a gift, Hadjar. I must return the favor. Ask, and I’ll answer as honestly as someone who can’t lie can. But I’ll only answer one question. So choose wisely.” 
 
    Hadjar went over his options. He could ask her about the Demon Parade, about the Black General, about the Potter, about Helmer, about The Seventh Heaven… He had so many questions. 
 
    But they were all just a smokescreen behind which the truth was hidden. Thanks to Morgan, Hadjar had come to realize, at least a little, that in everything in his life, there was something else behind it, something more profound, more important, and even more frightening than he could’ve imagined. Everything that happened around him was just a show, a skilfully directed one, at that, in which, for some reason, he’d been given one of the main roles. He needed to find out why. The first piece of the puzzle that led to the real picture was hidden in the knowledge that Eria should have. 
 
    “Do you know of other worlds? Not the worlds of gods, Spirits, demons, and mortals, but other worlds?” Hadjar asked finally. 
 
    Eria didn’t bring the cup to her lips this time. She froze. Then she slowly put the cup back down on the table and sighed. 
 
    “There are only four worlds, North Wind. This is something you must never doubt.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That would be another question.” 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t. It’s a part of the previous one.” 
 
    Eria looked at Hadjar, “I could call out to White Fang and he’d kill you on the spot.” 
 
    “You could, but he might fail.” 
 
    “He might also succeed.” 
 
    They fell silent again. Eria sipped her tea, sighed, and said: 
 
    “Because if there were other worlds, there would be no World River and no true Words.” 
 
    Hadjar got up and left the house silently. He headed back to Sukhashim without even saying goodbye to White Fang. Fucking schemes… However, he was more concerned with the fact that in less than two weeks, his army would be seeing its first battle. 
 
                                                                     
 
    Three years later… 
 
      
 
    “Raise your shields! Archers at the ready! Gunners, load the cannonballs!” A Lascanian officer was looking at a rocky hill. He could hear the war drums beating, armor clanking, and warriors shouting. The Moon Stream Army was on its way. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1111 
 
      
 
   A  Lascanian private in the first row watched a wave of blue metal cresting a rocky hill, flying monsters bearing deadly fangs in the hot summer sky, shield-bearers holding longswords, and behind them, the second row holding broadswords. The back ranks, marching with giant two-handed blades, seemed like something so inconceivable and mindboggling that he simply tried not to think about it. Full armor usually turned normal men and women into mobile, iron towers. However, their armor didn’t seem to weigh them down at all, almost like it wasn’t there. Their helmets looked like smooth, wave-caressed pebbles collected immediately after a storm. 
 
    The sight of the Moon Stream Army climbing the rocky hill, clad in blue armor, their white cloaks fluttering behind them, with black swords and shields in their hands, was both mesmerizing and heart-stopping. After three years of all-out war, everyone had heard about the Moon Stream Army and its Mad General, a disciple of the great swordsman Orune himself, Hadjar Darkhan. He was the only cultivator in all the seven Empires who was as powerful as the great heroes, even surpassing some of them, but who still hadn’t received the title. 
 
    They said that shortly after the Moon Stream Army had marched on the western front, their General had been invited to Dahanatan to take the great hero test. Two thousand legionaries, all at the Lord level, and under the leadership of two great heroes, no less, had come to escort Hadjar Darkhan. But they hadn’t been able to deliver him to the capital. Moreover, those two great heroes had been defeated by the Mad General. The bards claimed that it had only taken him three swings of his legendary Blue Blade to defeat them both. Each of these attacks had split the sky and the earth asunder, and had burned the very air along with his foes. Two thousand Lords and two great heroes had been defeated by just one person, the leader of the Moon Stream Army. 
 
    He was a tall, broad-shouldered young man, and the only person who didn’t wear armor. Instead, his blue robes fluttered freely in the wind, with white clouds floating on their surface. Behind them, the stars glittered in the night. His long, black hair, darker than the moonless night, was pulled back in a ponytail. In them, the Bedouin ornaments rang and three white orc feathers swayed. 
 
    “Darnassian brat,” a middle-aged warrior beside him muttered. “Orc lover!” 
 
    The private understood why the man was so angry — three years and a few months ago, the orc horde had come to the western borders of Lascan. They’d ravaged and burned down villages and towns, captured people, and even taken women by force, which had led to rumors that in the more remote regions, it was now possible to buy slave halfbreeds — the children of orcs and human women. 
 
    For a whole year, Lascan had had to fight on two fronts. When the Regent Mother had realized that she couldn’t use her army for this problem, she’d declared open season on them. Anyone who had brought an orc heart to designated places had received coins of the same weight in return. In less than half a year, the orcs that had come to Lascan had been completely exterminated. The bards’ songs claimed that their chief, a truly huge and magnificent orc, had died standing atop a mountain of corpses of those who had come for his heart. He had taken thousands of souls with him to the fields of eternal hunting, but finally, wounded, covered in cuts, and riddled with arrows, he had fallen to the onslaught of those who’d wanted to gain the glory of being the ‘Slayer of the Orc Chief.’ 
 
    “Those beasts took my brother’s wife…” A soldier beside him said. “They did such... such awful things to her… When she was brought back from a slave pit, she looked like a shadow of her former self…” 
 
    “Calm down, Chesara,” said a person behind them. 
 
    The private had no idea who he was standing next to, or who was trying to calm Chesara down. He had only joined the Whistle Army last week and had been assigned to the third battalion, first rank of the shield bearers. 
 
    “You’re right, Tulio.” Chesara checked the strength of the expanding shield he was holding. Its long edge was embedded in the ground. He held Tulio’s long spear. “Today, I’ll get a chance to kill this orc lover and all the other invaders who came to the land of our ancestors!” 
 
    Then, drawing a shortsword that was thin enough to fit between the shields, but long and strong enough not to break in a fight, Chesara banged it against his metal shield. 
 
    By this time, the officer who’d first noticed the approach of the Moon Stream Army had already finished his pompous speech. He’d said that they’d defend their home, they wouldn’t yield, they’d toss them back into the Darnassian mud, where they belonged, and so on. He’d also urged them not to be afraid, because the Whistle Army vastly outnumbered the Moon Stream Army — one hundred and eighty thousand warriors led by General Darkhan against two million led by General Lekia. 
 
    “Shields!” The officer’s voice, amplified by energy, echoed across the field. “Shell formation!” 
 
    The Lascanian private immediately channeled energy into his shield. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers did the same. He wondered how many soldiers actually cared about this damned war between the two Empires. All he wanted was to feed his little brother and mother. Their father had died of an illness a few months ago, and his family had been left on the verge of complete poverty. The army offered a good salary. Those who were in the frontlines had even been promised a payment in case of their deaths. A very generous payment. It would be enough to give his mother and brother a good, comfortable life. If he survived the first fight, he’d get even more money. His family would live well. He’d make sure of it. 
 
    The energy coursing through his body, enhanced by the incredible amount of medicinal herbs he’d taken in the past week, flowed into his shield. It connected with a thousand energy streams, then shot up into the sky, forming a huge shell that covered the entire Whistle Army. 
 
    “Archers!” One of the officers yelled. “Fire!” 
 
    The command, echoing over the field, caused the clear, sunny sky to get covered with a black veil, through which the sun could barely be glimpsed. Thousands of arrows, cutting through the clouds, and leaving black streaks in their wake, rushed toward the blue haze on the rock. 
 
    “Gunners!” Another command rang like thunder. “Fire!” 
 
    It sounded like a mountain falling. Steel and fire followed after the black veil. Millions of arrows and tens of thousands of cannonballs rained down on the Moon Stream Army. There was no sign of smoke, dust, or fire. 
 
    Clang! Was all the private heard. When he opened his eyes again, his father was standing in front of him. 
 
    “Hello, my little hero.” He was giving him that huge smile of his, the one that the private had missed so much. 
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 Chapter 1112 
 
      
 
   “I s that the Whistle Army?” Tom was more or less sober inside his iron shell. He was a Senior Officer of the Moon Stream Army that hadn’t known a single defeat in the past three years of the war. 
 
    “It is,” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    They were standing in front of a hundred and eighty-five thousand warriors and looking out over the endless crop fields from atop a hill. The Generals had sent them here for one purpose — to disrupt the supply line of the left phalanx of the western front. 
 
    It sounded good in theory. But the fields of golden rye and millet, which extended farther than even a Lord could see, could actually only feed twenty to forty million soldiers, which wasn’t all that meaningful in the grand scheme of things. If Hadjar’s army succeeded, no more than forty million soldiers would have their food supply cut for the next season. Compared to the overall scale of the war between two titans like Lascan and Darnassus, in which the total number of troops was close to a billion, this was barely more than a grain of sand. 
 
    “Hey, General-” 
 
    “Be more respectful when you address the General,” Ognesh interrupted Tom. Over the past three years, he’d become the first in the army to break through to the Spirit Knight level. In total, there were now about a hundred cultivators of this level under Hadjar’s command. It was a very good, even shocking result, considering the fact that his army was the smallest in all the seven Empires. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, you peasant!” Tom, who had reached the peak stage of the Spirit Knight level, still saw the rest of the army as worthless villagers, despite how many battles they’d fought side by side in. “Don’t you see our General is deep in thought? By the way, I’ve grown so tired of it, Hadjar.” 
 
    “My General?” Ognesh turned to Hadjar, who continued to stare at the fields. 
 
    Analysis, he ordered. Over the past three years, his neural network had made almost no progress in studying the materials he’d obtained in the library of the Predatory Blades clan. War wasn’t easy. Especially when he was wearing a General’s medallion. So, it had had to use most of its processing capacity on solving problems that Hadjar simply hadn’t had time to solve himself. Leading the smallest and weakest of all the armies required him to be as unconventional as possible. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    The fields of Hermens supply bread to 18 surrounding towns, 72 large villages, and 253 villages. 
 
    The approximate number of living organisms of the humanoid class that depend on Hermens’ fields is 164,750,800.] 
 
      
 
    Almost one hundred and sixty-five million people. By Earth standards, it was a big country. And this was just the left bit of the western front. 
 
    “Ognesh,” Hadjar crossed his arms over his chest and watched the army swarming like ants at the foot of the hill, “how many battles have we fought this year?” 
 
    “One hundred and seventeen, my General.” 
 
    Guram was currently in charge of scouting, and was preparing another ambush. As it turned out, the village chief’s son and one of the first warriors of the Moon Stream Army was a natural when it came to reconnaissance and sabotage missions. 
 
    “One hundred and seventeen,” Hadjar repeated with a sigh. “I don’t think we’ll be fighting today.” 
 
    After that, silence fell over the hill. 
 
    “But my General,” Ognesh cleared his throat, “the Generals’ order was clear. Defeat the Whistle Army and burn the fields of Hermens.” 
 
    “Young Ognesh.” It was strange, but when he said the word ‘young’, it no longer felt out of place. Last year, he’d celebrated his thirty-eighth spring. This one would be his thirty-ninth. “One day, you’ll realize that there are orders that aren't worth following.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “The Moon Stream Army isn’t fighting today.” 
 
    At that very moment, a cloud of arrows rose above the Whistle Army. It soon became clear why it was called that: the sound that the special plumage of their arrows made was really similar to a whistle. After the song of hundreds of thousands of arrows came the roar of thousands of cannonballs. 
 
    The Whistle Army, assigned to guard the fields of Hermens, did its best to never engage in close combat. It was famous for its archers and gunners. That was especially good given that any close combat would turn what they were protecting into a hellscape which wouldn’t yield crops again anytime soon. 
 
    “General…” 
 
    Without paying any attention to Ognesh, Hadjar took a step forward. His clothes flashed with the white sparks of lightning bolts. Over the past three years, Hadjar had been preoccupied with leading the army, dealing with the underhanded schemes of the other Generals, and attempting to preserve the lives of the people following him, so he’d had little time for training or meditation. A war was a great opportunity for almost everyone who wanted to cultivate efficiently … Alas, this didn’t apply to those with a General’s medallion. Perhaps that was why so few great heroes became Generals. With a war like the current one, they couldn’t say no, though. Right now, almost half of the Legions were being led by the great heroes. 
 
    Even so, Hadjar had found an opportunity to train one of his Techniques — the ‘White Lightning Step’. He’d been able to advance it to the third stage. This allowed him to move four times faster than before. If he were to somehow go back to that time in the Garden of Satyrs now, he would’ve been able to leave before the battle with Taniged had even begun. 
 
    The Technique looked different now as well. Before, lightning had seemed to strike from the sky and open up for Hadjar like a door, but now it fell in a stream from his shoulders, becoming a second layer of his clothing. When Hadjar moved, it was as if he were sliding across this lightning bolt like an ice skater. 
 
    Covering the several miles separating the two armies in the blink of an eye, Hadjar stopped in front of the Lascanian shield bearers. Behind him, what had once been arrows and cannonballs scattered in the wind like embers. Disappearing from the mere pressure of Hadjar’s will, they disappeared, revealing the vast and equally haughty and cold sky once more. 
 
    Not once in these three years, and more than half a thousand battles, had Hadjar seen the sky mourn for any of the Lascanians or Darnassians. It didn’t care. For some reason, in the battles between Lidus, the nomads, and ‘The Black Gates’ sect, Hadjar hadn’t paid any attention to this. 
 
    He looked at a young man in front of him. He wasn’t even seventeen years old. What had brought him to the army? What had made him put on the armor of the Lascanian soldiers? A great love for his homeland? A burning desire to protect it? Hadjar didn’t know. 
 
    He didn’t raise his hand, didn’t even touch his sword, but a ghost blade formed in front of him, where the mysteries of his True Kingdom were concentrated. Full of his will and energy, it passed through the dense, shimmering energy shell that covered the entire army. Cutting it in half, the sword stream rammed into their formation. It broke through armor, sliced through flesh, tore up the ground, and pulverized cannons and bows alike. 
 
    In less than the blink of an eye, a gap appeared in the Lascanian defenses. A huge trench dozens of feet deep and three feet wide formed. It stretched out from Hadjar’s feet all the way to the fields. The young man’s body fell into it. This was a war. Potentially meaningless to those who knew about the existence of the Dragon Lands and the Seventh Heaven, but Hadjar was still a soldier. A General. So, when choosing between the Lascanians and Darnassians, he always picked the latter. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1113 
 
      
 
   “B y the demons and gods,” Tom swore. “Sometimes I forget how strong the barbarian is.” Ognesh once again muttered something about respect, but Tom ignored him. 
 
    “What is the General up to?” Guram, as usual, appeared out of nowhere. Guram had learned his Techniques from scrolls Einen had sent over, since he was still busy with the Kesalia clan and his little heir. He was perhaps even close to Einen’s level of stealth. 
 
    “He wants to save this region from starvation,” Tom guessed. “It’s worthy of praise, but... stupid. So… The barbarian’s usual style.” 
 
    “Senior Officer Tom the Rootless, I’m warning you for the last time!” Ognesh gripped the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Guram appeared between the two irreconcilable young men. 
 
    “Officer Ognesh, Senior Officer Tom the Rootless, stop this immediately! The whole army is standing right behind you! Have you gone insane?” He spoke quietly enough that no one else but the three of them could make out a single word. Discipline was important in the army. 
 
    “As for our General,” Guram turned to Tom, “you don’t know the full scope of the situation.” 
 
    “What is it, senior officer Guram?” Tom asked seriously. 
 
    “This is our last assignment on the western front,” Guram explained, already informed of it since he was the head of the Moon Stream Army’s intelligence department. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “We’ll be sent to the steppes.” 
 
    “The steppes?” Ognesh was truly surprised. “That is the most direct route to Lascan! Especially after Derek of the Steppe slaughtered all the orcs there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Guram nodded. He was the only person in the entire army, apart from the General, who didn’t wear plate armor. Instead, he wore a sturdy, enchanted leather hunting suit. “Troops are being gathered up from all the regions.” 
 
    “That means-” 
 
    “It means this three-year-long skirmishing show is over,” Tom interrupted him. “The Empires are amassing their forces to begin the final battle... or battles, which is more likely. And what would the end of a nearly seven-century-old animosity be without involving one of the most famous monsters in it?” 
 
    The three of them turned toward the lone figure in the blue robes. He stood like a proud cliff in the middle of the enemy army, its halves surrounding him like the waves of a majestic, but ultimately powerless sea. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    Death toll: 17,163.] 
 
      
 
    Seventeen thousand... Thanks to just one of his attacks, so many people wouldn’t get to return home. They would never again hug their loved ones. They wouldn’t get to see their parents and children one more time. This accursed war… So simple… And yet so complicated… 
 
    “You’re a monster!” He heard a roar comparable to the cry of a wolf that had just lost its cub. 
 
    A tall young woman appeared in front of Hadjar. Thanks to the intensity of her mid-stage Lord aura, Hadjar could easily tell that she only had a youthful appearance, and was actually at least two thousand years old. She held a compound bow covered in carved, complex patterns that depicted odd swirls. Light metal armor covered her slender body, and a purple cloak hung over her shoulders. 
 
    “Monster!” She cried. “You have no honor!” 
 
    The patterns on her armor and bow glowed with purple energy. The armor began to transform: the plates fused together into dense scales and covered her with a second steel skin. The collar of her armor, rising higher, turned into a thick helmet. General Lekia gripped her bow in such a way that the back of her hand wasn’t facing out, but inward. She drew back the bowstring, and nocked an arrow which glowed purple as well. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the General standing in front of him. He had seen things like this before... He’d heard things like this before… A long time ago, in another life, somewhere in the foothills of Balium, he had fought a General whose hair was the same color as the fields of Hermens. He’d destroyed her entire army so that they wouldn’t wipe out the town they’d been protecting. 
 
    “Die!” She roared. 
 
    She let go of the bowstring and, twisting her wrist, shot the arrow which moved as wildly as a dancer’s ribbon. 
 
    Archers were considered one of the strongest opponents you could face on a battlefield. And not because they could hit their target from a great distance. Rather, it was because the entire power of their attack was focused on a small point. A point that carried the might of an entire battalion. 
 
    She could’ve injured a Nameless wearing armor no lower than the Imperial level with her attack. It was this very power that had allowed her to protect the fields of Hermens for so many years in the midst of the war. It wasn’t important enough to send great heroes here, but was still significant enough to be protected by Lekia. Perhaps that was why Hadjar had been sent here. After all, he was someone who wasn’t bound by the title of a great hero, but who wielded a similar level of power and could easily become a domino that brings down the entire pattern at the most inopportune time. That was why those two great heroes — the rector of ‘The Holy Sky’ School and the Head of the guard corps — and those two hundred Lords had been sent to Sukhashim as just another one of Morgan’s schemes. No more than that. Hadjar was a plug that would be sent to deal with leaky holes like Hermens. 
 
    Without realizing it, and not really understanding how this had happened, Hadjar had become someone he didn’t want to be. Like his Master before him, he had become Morgan’s obedient dog. 
 
    What was her name? Surprisingly, even with his perfect memory, Hadjar couldn’t remember the name of the General who’d defended that city in Balium. He didn’t know if he’d remember this archer who hated him so much, either. 
 
    Hadjar put his hand on the hilt of his sword. There were two million warriors in front of him, but none of them, except their General, had even attained the Weapon’s Heart. What were they to the Blue Blade? Or maybe he should’ve started calling it the Scarlet Blade at this point… 
 
    Hadjar drew his sword. The world shuddered. Then froze. It was terrified, almost acting like a dying man before the reaper took their soul to their forefathers’ house. 
 
    The arrow that had transformed into a purple lightning bolt disappeared. The General, who didn’t even have time to grasp what had happened, disappeared. The two million soldiers disappeared. The dust scattering in the wind was the only thing that hinted that an army had once stood here. 
 
    Hadjar stared straight ahead. Nothing blocked his view of the golden fields now. He’d done as ordered, and the Whistle Army had been defeated. He’d carried out his orders to the letter — the supplies wouldn’t be reaching the left part of the western front anymore. Because there would be no one to guard or transport them. The towns and villages that depended on these fields certainly wouldn’t be able to carry grain and flour all the way to the front. 
 
    To prevent one hundred and sixty million people from starving to death, Hadjar had killed two million soldiers in less than an instant. That was a choice he hadn’t wanted to make. Ever. But he’d been making it for three years now. Every day. Every fucking day. 
 
    Hadjar looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Counter,” he demanded in a soft whisper. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    Death toll: 18,564,743.] 
 
      
 
    The Moonlight Sect no longer haunted Hadjar’s dreams. He was having far worse nightmares now. Sheathing his sword, he turned and headed back up the hill, where the army he’d spent three years preparing for what was already knocking at their door was waiting for him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1114 
 
      
 
   T he soldiers sang about two Generals in the evenings. One was a ghost of the past, a distant memory that old women who still remembered the legends of the time before Miristal had been extinguished used to frightened little children. They talked about the Bloody General and the hundreds of thousands who’d drowned in their own blood as the march of the Foul Legion of the ancient kingdoms had shaken the lands. They claimed that the spirit of this ancient monster had returned with a new appearance — wearing blue robes adorned with clouds and stars. After wandering through the abyss for centuries, the spirit of the Bloody General had finally lost his mind, and so, once he had returned to the mortal world, he’d gone insane. And thus, the Mad General had come to be. The same man that the Moon Stream Army served under, always fighting against those who had an unimaginable advantage over them. And yet, they always won. And they never took prisoners. 
 
    They sowed terror on the battlefields. Only a few of the bravest Lascanian Generals had the courage to oppose this hellish army. The rest ran and deserted their post at the mere sight of them, abandoning their honor and dignity. The smallest army of all had become just as formidable and intimidating as the Legions, if not more so, in just three years. They said that after every battle, the Mad General, having defeated the enemy General with one swing of his sword, would destroy everyone who was still standing and dared oppose the Moon Stream Army. Many didn’t believe it. But it was actually true. The Mad General was so insane that, until his army began to win, he fought against the enemy General with a reed instead of his sword. Only when his army was almost victorious would he finally draw his Blue Blade and begin to obliterate anyone who was still breathing. 
 
    And so the legend of the Mad General, the man who had defeated thirty-seven Lascanian armies, came to be. The legend of the General who’d lost only twenty thousand of his soldiers after three years of war. This epic eventually spread across all seven Empires, and even went beyond their borders… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve come to see me again…” 
 
    An endless plain stretched out for as long as the eye could see. Like an emerald sea, waist-high grass swung gently to and fro. In the center of this massive field was a hill. There was a tree on this hill, where a Quetzal bird had built its nest. 
 
    There was also a stone here, the one on which Hadjar’s first Master had once sat. Now, leaning back against it, a figure sat on the grass, wrapped up in a ragged, black cloak. The wind that ruffled its hem seemed to be tearing the cloak to pieces, but with each bit that was lost, a new one grew out. This created the illusion that the figure wasn’t wearing any sort of cloth at all, but the waning night itself. The man had long, white hair, which peeked out from beneath his hood. 
 
    “You’re getting old,” Hadjar noted. 
 
    With every visit he made to his soul world and the Black General, the latter grew older. They’d looked to be almost the same age when they had first met, but now the past couple of decades had left their mark on the aging warrior’s face. 
 
    In his current form, the Black General looked to be about sixty mortal years old. 
 
    “What do you want to know this time, my disciple?” The Enemy asked without moving. 
 
    Hadjar stopped near the tree. He ran his fingers over the rainbow plumage of the bird that had fought alongside him for so many years. The same Quetzal bird that had engraved its pattern on his sword as a sign that it had given Hadjar its powers. This was the level of union between a cultivator and their Spirit that all Lords reached. A combination of external and internal energy. That was why Spirit Knights called their Spirits into battle, but Lords didn’t need to. Their Spirits were always with them. It was somewhat akin to the ancestral path that Steppe Fang had explained to Hadjar. Or maybe it was that exact same path… Hadjar would’ve asked the orc, but... like many others, he had long since fallen victim to this war. 
 
    “How did you feel when you escaped from the Seventh Heaven and left your troops to fight the creatures of the border of the interworld on their own?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “By the time I left, my disciple, the battle had lost all meaning a long time ago,” the Black General replied. “The border was sealed, but-” 
 
    “The gods found another opponent?” 
 
    “First, it was the Fae. Then the demons... after that, I left.” 
 
    Hadjar sat down beside him. 
 
    Right next to the monster that was going to devour his soul, take over his body, and destroy this world. But at the same time, he called himself Hadjar’s ancestor and Master. His soul was every bit as strange of a place as the world around him. 
 
    “For her? The one you showed me?” 
 
    Hadjar remembered the tenderness and care with which the Enemy had stroked the black hair of the peacefully sleeping woman in that vision. 
 
    “For what she showed me,” Darkhan said after a long silence. “For what I saw. And understood. During all those billions of years, while stars were born and eventually died, I wasn’t fighting for what I truly wanted to fight for.” 
 
    “And so you left.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    They fell silent. They were both lost in thought. 
 
    “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “It was. Every moment of it. We spent three years together… I would’ve given up all the years that I wore the black armor for those three years... for just three more seconds.” 
 
    “Love…” 
 
    “Love is for fools and bards, my disciple. It wasn’t love.” The Black General raised his gaze toward the sky. “It was peace. And when they took... her... from me, I realized that everything that existed around me, everything that existed in the four worlds, had no meaning anymore. I wanted her back.” 
 
    “You almost destroyed the four worlds.” 
 
    “Even if I tried to explain it, I wouldn’t be able to, my disciple. Not until you find something worth burning down the whole world for.” 
 
    Hadjar had already heard these words before. 
 
    “But you didn’t come here to talk about me, my disciple.” He turned and pointed a strong, bony finger at the medallion around Hadjar’s neck. “We often look for things that are of no value to us. And when we find them, we bend under their weight. With such a burden, you’ll never advance on the path of cultivation. Drop it, my disciple.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “People will die.” 
 
    “People always die. I’ve seen as many dead people as there are stars in the entire universe. Or even more than that…” 
 
    “But you wanted to destroy the whole world for one person… Despite the fact that it wouldn’t have brought her back to you anyway.” 
 
    “But it would’ve brought me back to her…” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the first Darkhan. He didn’t understand the answer. How could he have returned to his beloved by destroying everything in existence? 
 
    “Countless stars adorn the sky, but people still remember Miristal.” 
 
    “Perhaps-” 
 
    “Perhaps indeed...” The Black General interrupted him. “But it’s time for you to wake up, my disciple.” 
 
    “I’ll forget this dream again?” 
 
    “You will. As always… As always…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes. He seemed to have been dreaming. But he couldn’t remember it. His neural network only showed an error — no matter how powerful this wonderful technology was, it could only record what he saw with his own eyes. 
 
    “Hadjar!” Tom’s voice rang out. “We’ve arrived!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1115 
 
      
 
   A s he descended the ramp of a skyship, Hadjar saw something best described as the Imperial military capital. Somewhere in the center of the Empire, beyond the great water, was Dahanatan, which was still the official capital. But the life of the Empire now revolved far more around this ‘tent city’ the Moon Stream Army had come to. Three skyships had been enough to take them from the left phalanx of the western front to deep into the steppes, which had been recaptured from Lascan. 
 
    Over the past three years, thanks to the sabotage in the Delphie Valley and the ‘Fury of the Mortal Skies,’ into which Ana’Bree’s heart had finally been placed, after multiple large-scale battles, the army of Darnassus had methodically pushed the Lascanians back. 
 
    Pausing briefly, he looked to the northeast, where the mountains towered over everything. They’d once been inhabited by the Dah’Khasses. Now they were inhabited by some weird flying creatures, the names of which Hadjar didn’t know, and didn’t want to know. As long as there was enough ash to keep the creatures in the mountains, he didn’t care. In addition, that region was still closed to flights from both Darnassus and Lascan. Not even the ‘Fury of the Mortal Skies’ accompanied by a dozen battleships would be able to make it through. Even at his current strength, Hadjar wouldn’t be able to fight the strongest of the creatures. 
 
    It was even rumored that the great statues that had guarded the Dah’Khasses’ mountains had gotten off their pedestals to guard the walls of Lascer. And so, the prophecy that the stone giants would descend to protect their homeland turned out to be true. This made Hadjar somewhat nervous. He still remembered the words of the Tree of Life: ‘You will be killed by someone who wasn’t born.’ 
 
    The tent city was definitely a military capital, with stone fortifications, trenches, protective artifacts that had created a gigantic dome around it, and warehouses filled to the brim with tens of thousands of cannons, millions of cannonballs, and tens of millions of arrows. The place reeked of gunpowder, sweat, and the dung of various mounts. 
 
    In the sky, thousands of ships were sitting motionless at the hastily erected sky piers. The crown jewel among them was the ‘Fury of the Mortal Skies,’ which covered a vast territory with its shadow. It looked even bigger than before. Twelve masts. Fifteen hundred cannons on each side. Nine decks. Each of the cannons was an artifact. Each cannonball was worth as much as the annual income of a small merchant family. It was an instrument of absolute destruction. One of the few things that could wipe out an entire army. Only extremely rare one time use artifacts, great heroes, and… Hadjar Darkhan were capable of such a thing in their Empire. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” Tom asked him, taking a swig from his bottle. 
 
    They got to the ground and immediately pressed forward into the hubbub of the military capital. Actual avenues were laid out between the tents. Loaded carts and messengers used them, hurrying to deliver messages from one small fort to another. Wandering merchants and soldiers could be seen all along the edges of the avenues. 
 
    “Sleeping Life Pills at seventeen coins a piece! If you buy them, you’ll get to hold your mom again!” 
 
    “Seventeen coins? They used to cost ten times less!” 
 
    “If you don’t need them, and you want to go to your forefathers, run along and don’t tell me how I should do my business.” 
 
    “Damn it! By the demons and gods! Give me five!” 
 
    “Oh, great!” 
 
    Alchemical products, even though the prices were inflated, were immediately bought out by soldiers. Even something as simple as Sleeping Life pills, which could, at best, heal the injuries made by an initial-stage Heaven Soldier, could still save someone’s life. 
 
    “Heaven level armor! Trades only!” 
 
    “The cores of powerful monsters! Trades only!” 
 
    “Technique scrolls...” 
 
    “Artifact weapons…” 
 
    “Ingredients needed for Techniques…” 
 
    You could buy and barter for anything you wanted along the avenues. The war between the Empires, which was the culmination of centuries of enmity, was a time when a fortune could be made with the swing of a sword, and just as quickly, it could switch owners. It had gotten to the point where people exchanged not only Imperial coins, but also spatial rings, which, in peacetime, had been considered a rarity. 
 
    By the time Hadjar and Tom had helped half the Moon Stream Army settle in, a sweaty messenger on an equally sweaty horse stopped next to them. 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan, General of the Moon Stream Army?” He asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom nodded instead of Hadjar. “What do you want?” 
 
    The messenger dismounted, saluted, and then handed Hadjar a scroll, one of the many that were in his saddlebags. Without saying goodbye, he jumped back onto his horse and sped off somewhere into the city. 
 
    Considering how many warriors were present at the moment, it was surprising that they could all fit here at all. 
 
    “My General.” Ognesh walked over to them. He’d just sent an officer in charge of one of their battalions to work on improving the area assigned to their army. 
 
    Hadjar unrolled the scroll and read it carefully. 
 
    “I’ve been invited to a war council.” He frowned slightly. 
 
    So did Tom. But Ognesh didn’t understand what was going on. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem, my General?” 
 
    “The problem is, peasant,” Tom began, “...Well, look around you. There are enough Generals here to form an entire battalion. Nine out of ten Darnassus military units are here right now. About the same number of Lascanians are stationed near their capital. The final battle is coming. What kind of war council do you think this is? The Generals couldn’t possibly fit anywhere. There’s too many of them.” 
 
    “Then why-” 
 
    “Our barb-” Tom caught Ognesh’s disapproving gaze and sighed, “Our General will find out tonight. What time is the meeting again? An hour after sunset on the upper deck of ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies?’ You’ll tell me what it’s like to stand on a flying mountain of money, won’t you?” 
 
    “I will,” Hadjar replied, and turned his gaze toward the massive ship floating in the sky. “Now, let’s get settled in. The battle may be starting soon, but it probably won’t be tomorrow. So, we’re going to live and train here for a while.” 
 
    “We’re training again? You’re out of your mind, barbarian!” 
 
    “Only a narrow-minded drunkard like you, Senior Officer Tom the Rootless, would think more training is a bad thing.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off, peasant!” 
 
    Hadjar smiled. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1116 
 
      
 
   U p close, ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ was even more awe-inspiring than from a distance because one could easily sense its army-obliterating power. One of the reasons why the great heroes of both Lascan and Darnassus hadn’t yet begun to openly fight each other was this very ship. Both Empires had plenty of single use ancient artifacts that could destroy Baligor the Tenacious, Rector Cassius, Taniged the Cloudy, and others like them. These artifacts hadn’t been used against Hadjar only because he’d participated in very small battles until now. The eighteen million souls he’d reaped with his sword weren’t worth wasting the precious ‘trump cards’ in the Regent Mother’s opinion. 
 
    ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ was also breathtaking thanks to the people who’d designed it, and the hard work and perseverance of those who had built it and gotten it to fly. It was the crown jewel of technological progress in the seven Empires. 
 
    Walking along its upper deck, Hadjar could really feel that he was standing on an incalculable fortune. The materials weren’t that expensive, but the absurd number of storage devices that kept this huge ship in the air were. 
 
    “General Darkhan,” Several Legion officers saluted. They were all Lords. 
 
    The four of them served as a sort of security check on the way to a long table which wasn’t very crowded at the moment. Morgan was sitting at the head of the table, as was customary. The Emperor hadn’t changed much since their last meeting almost four years ago. The only real difference was that something new had taken root in the Emperor’s steely eyes over the course of this great war. 
 
    At the Emperor’s right sat General Dekoy Schuver, the Head of the Secret Office. He’d changed for the better. 
 
    To Morgan’s left sat Tetius, his eldest child and heir, now his sole heir. When his eyes met Hadjar’s, Tetius almost gave in to the urge to look away, but he resisted and looked almost as grandiose as his illustrious father in the process. 
 
    Glancing to the right, there were two more cultivators that Hadjar recognized. General Baligor the Tenacious, the Head of the guard corps, a cultivator who possessed the True Kingdom of the Hammer, and one of the youngest great heroes of Darnassus. Next to him sat the Rector, leaning on his cane-staff. He possessed the True Kingdom of the Autumn Leaf and the Barony of Magic. 
 
    Next to him was a tall, thin-as-a-toothpick man, with a scarred, ghastly face. A whip was neatly coiled at his belt. His aura was just as strong as Baligor or Cassius’ own. Next to him sat another great hero, wearing a fur coat made from a northern mountain lion’s pelt, with a bow resting on the table next to him. 
 
    There were many rumors about the great heroes. Some thought that Darnassus had seven, others were convinced there were only five, some guessed they had as many as eight or thirteen. Most of them had been somewhat off. Not counting Morgan himself, who was at a level of power that Taniged had never even dreamed of, there were eleven people sitting at the table. Eleven people... no, eleven beasts. They, just like Hadjar, could no longer be counted as part of the mortal world, considering the fact that they could destroy millions of people without breaking a sweat. There were actually thirteen of them in total, counting Morgan and Hadjar. 
 
    “We’re all here now.” Morgan put his hands on the table and directed Hadjar to a chair. The rune that marked the letter ‘T’ had been very prominently carved on it. Hadjar wasn’t surprised to see that his Master had decided to mark the place where he’d sat in such a way. 
 
    “Just think,” Baligor boomed, “not so long ago, General Darkhan was barely powerful enough to sit at the table with others who’d grasped Kingdoms. And now he’s the first who, other than the Emperor himself, can withstand our combined presence. A true great hero, even if not in title.” 
 
    “A person can’t be considered a great hero without performing an epic feat in the name of their homeland and passing the test involving the shard of Larie the Crookshanks,” someone at the table said. “I simply can’t accept that there’s a young man sitting here who’s still only at the initial stage of the Lord level.” 
 
    Several of them spoke up in support of the naysayer, and the man with the whip was one of them. 
 
    “General Darkhan obtained the Ever-Seeking Spear, then rescued Prince Tetius and helped eliminate the last great hurdle to toppling Lascer — the Delphie Valley and its golems. Thanks to him, the orcs forced Lascan to fight on two fronts for a year, which was the key to a number of our major victories.” General Dekoy Schuver, who was wearing some sort of protective artifact, like Tetius, rose from his seat. “I don’t dare to underestimate the merits of those sitting at this table, but most of you proved yourselves in the previous war, which happened back in the days when that rune still wasn’t carved into the chair Hadjar is currently sitting in.” 
 
    “What are you implying, you bloody rat?” The cultivator with the whip squinted at Dekoy. “That we aren’t serving our country?” 
 
    “I’m not implying anything, I’m saying it — most of you are scattered all over the White Dragon Region. In case you’ve forgotten, this is the first time you’ve all come together in the last two thousand years.” 
 
    There was a commotion at the table, which was interrupted by a low whisper: 
 
    “Not all of us,” Cassius looked at Hadjar’s chair. Gradually, the noise died down. 
 
    “The old man is right,” the great hero with the whip said, drooping slightly. “We haven’t said goodbye to our brother… Tarisfal, also known as Orune, I drink this for you and your disciple. May all the demons of the abyss devour your guts.” 
 
    He took a sip from the goblet in front of him, then poured the rest out onto the deck. The rest followed suit, after which the bickering ended. After all, they’d just wanted to show Hadjar that he wasn’t here on an equal footing with them. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here,” Morgan repeated, emphasizing the words slightly, “Let’s get to the point.” 
 
    “Yes, my General?” Baligor bowed slightly. 
 
    “My General,” the other great heroes also bowed. 
 
    Hadjar realized now that the eleven great heroes were the only ones who could call him General instead of Emperor. 
 
    “It’s time we discussed how we’re going to take Lascer in three days and put an end to this war.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1117 
 
      
 
   I f anyone thought that it would be impossible to shock the twelve people standing at the very top of the path of cultivation within the seven Empires to their very core, they would be mistaken. It was very possible. All the great heroes and Hadjar were left speechless after the Emperor’s words. How could they possibly end a war that had been brewing for a thousand years in just three days? 
 
    “My General.” The archer who’d hidden in the alcove in Morgan’s office a few years ago rose from his seat. It had been his arrow that could’ve ended Hadjar’s life that day. “We only have about ten percent more soldiers than them. Even if we tried to siege Lascer down, we’d still need to spend at least five years at its walls.” 
 
    “I agree with Urnul,” the man with the whip said. “The Secret Office’s plan, according to which we’d need to conduct an aggressive, prolonged barrage of attacks, hitting their weak points all the while, would bring us victory much faster than a siege. We could enter the Garden of Satyrs in just two springs.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    The great heroes, demonstrating incredible unity, supported this plan wholeheartedly. 
 
    “Besides, even if we approach the capital’s walls, that won’t force the Regent Mother to engage us in battle. By all accounts, she has six great heroes. Even if some are hidden, there still shouldn’t be more than eight of them. Together with ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies,’ that gives us a significant advantage. But even that won’t be enough if we rush our attack on Lascer, which is defended by a legion of golems, including a dozen of the Colossus class ones. I hope that everyone can remember that no great hero has ever won a battle against a Colossus. If anyone has any doubts about this fact, ask Cassius! The only golem that’s on this level works for him as a Keeper.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered the old man who was in charge of cleaning the entrance to the Treasure Tower. He’d always suspected that the old golem possessed an extreme level of power, but he’d never thought that he was actually stronger than even the great heroes. 
 
    “Urnul is right, my General. Even if the Regent Mother has no hidden great heroes, the six confirmed ones, coupled with a dozen Colossi, would put up a glorious resistance. As a result, ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ and our entire fleet would be left without any cover. Holding off an aerial siege isn’t a problem for Lascer’s walls and defensive artifacts. The storage units, which we have even in our much younger capital, could withstand such a siege for a year and a half. As for Lascer... Maybe even five springs is too optimistic a forecast in this case. A siege won’t help us in any way.” 
 
    Raising his hand, Tetius also got up after getting Morgan’s nod of approval: 
 
    “At the Delphie factory, my team and I obtained the blueprints for the Colossi,” the Prince said, tossing several scrolls onto the table. “They were carefully studied by the best artifactors from all over the Empire, and we’ve found that each golem of that class is built around a power center. This center is located in different parts of each of them and is well protected, but a great hero can still break through this protection. So, we only need a few precise blows to turn them into dust.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my Prince,” Cassius interjected, “Your suggestion borders on insanity. You might as well ask us to cut all these Colossi to pieces to find their core, which would be a waste of time.” 
 
    “Cassius, if you…” 
 
    Hadjar glanced at Morgan. The Emperor looked a little bored, as if he already knew how the evening would end, but was keeping quiet about it. 
 
    “…look at the blueprints carefully,” Tetius unfolded the scrolls with a wave of his hand, “each golem has a certain weakness which stems from their need to compensate for the power required to protect their cores.” 
 
    “So, you’re suggesting that we get behind enemy lines, reach the very walls of ancient Lascer, in fact, all to examine the entire horde of these golems in order to find the Colossi among them, and then identify their weaknesses?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Many of the great heroes sitting around the table chuckled. 
 
    “Well, if the Secret Office has a double agent among the Lascanian great heroes,” Urnul spread his arms out, “then that isn’t such a crazy idea. Dekoy, do you have any? If you don’t, this plan is even less doable than the three-day siege.” 
 
    “Maybe you can suggest something instead of just shooting every plan down? In case you’ve forgotten, there are five other Empires in this region! And all of them would love to tear into us if we end up weakened by external and internal fighting!” 
 
    “Maybe, little Prince! But we are the ones who shed blood, and we don’t get to look at what’s happening from a high tower!” 
 
    “With all due respect, great hero Urnul, don’t you dare talk to me like that! I led and lost my fellow soldiers in this war before you were even called in to fight for our Empire!” 
 
    Morgan was a great Emperor, the strongest ruler the seven Empires had known since the fall of the Last King. But it wasn’t his sword that had made him so strong and earned him his unmatched fame. Morgan’s power was different. It was concentrated within a gray substance inside his skull. He was as clever and cunning as the devil himself. And the devil never moved a pawn so much as one square ahead unless he was sure that this move would lead to the fall of the enemy queen. Morgan played beautifully. And all this beauty was directed at the fall of Lascan’s throne. Like a spider’s web, it all had to connect in the very center. 
 
    Hadjar was wrong about one thing. He’d naively assumed that he was slowly getting out of this web, but the more he floundered, the deeper he sunk into it, until he reached its center. Morgan had had a plan from the very moment Hadjar had been sent to the border with Lascan because of a message. 
 
    He wondered when he’d gotten stuck… When he’d cheated during the admissions test at ‘The Holy Sky’ School? When he’d managed to pull off the coup in Lidus? Or when he’d gone to the mountains to take Ana’Bree’s heart? At what point had Morgan set his eyes on this inconspicuous pawn? Like the devil, he’d moved this pawn forward until it had become a queen and checked the enemy’s king. 
 
    “You’re on the right track, my old friend’s disciple,” Morgan said softly. He’d been looking directly into Hadjar’s eyes for the past few minutes. 
 
    “I may be able to hold him back for a few moments,” Hadjar replied, “but no longer.” 
 
    “A few moments... Stars are born and destroyed during that time, Mad General. The universe created in seven moments doesn’t care about the fall of one Imperial throne. Survive four of his attacks, and the first time father won’t have to betray his beloved wife and kill his little boy.” 
 
    Hadjar stared at Morgan. The great heroes looked from the Emperor to Hadjar and back again. Then, all at once, they put their hands on their weapons. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1118 
 
      
 
   T he ship’s sails vibrated. The boards cracked. The chains that held the cannons, creaking under the pressure, rattled. Something incredibly powerful and violent descended upon the ship’s deck. It didn’t originate from the great heroes, but from one young warrior sitting at the edge of the table. Hadjar was calling upon the Wind. He was asking it to be his sword, in an attempt to impress the one who’d spun his web not only around Hadjar, but also around his sister. 
 
    That Darnassian officer… The father of Elaine’s baby… From the very beginning… From the very first day… That had been Morgan’s plan all along. He had given Lidus the status of a Barony. Not because of Orune. He would’ve crumbled under the weight of his own soul anyway. No, Morgan had done it because of Hadjar. This almost forgotten move had been necessary for one reason — to get a noble Darnassian officer in position to fall in love with the Princess, someone whom he couldn’t help but be enamored with. And to give the Princess the opportunity to fall in love with an officer she couldn’t have met otherwise. But this man had originally been sent on a mission to a region where some might’ve been plotting against the Empire. As a soldier filled with honor and dignity, he’d sworn an oath. A stupid oath. 
 
    And now the loving father of the little Baron, the husband of the Baroness of Lidus, the Regent Father, was the most trusted dagger in Morgan’s hand. All because of a few words he had carelessly spoken back when he’d accepted a mission from the Secret Office. Just a few words… 
 
    “That’s enough,” Morgan said, and the pressure eased. 
 
    The Wind was gone. Morgan had used a Word. That was what made the Regent Mother and Morgan the Fearless more powerful than any great hero. They knew the power of True Words. Just like Hadjar and the Scarlet Swordsman. 
 
    “Does she want me dead so badly?” 
 
    “The Regent Mother blames you, Mad General, for the death of her son. Trust me, she wants you dead so badly that if she could, she’d give me her throne in exchange for your life.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Oaths, Hadjar, don’t just bind officers who are sent out on missions to distant regions.” 
 
    Hadjar looked back at Morgan. Fucking schemes... He hated them… But what… No, impossible. Come to think of it, though… By the demons, who was sitting in front of him, in that case? How could he possibly hate Morgan? Damn it all… Hadjar’s head was about to burst from all the ideas and assumptions running through it. 
 
    “Perhaps you can explain what this is all about, my General,” Baligor said calmly. “Not all of us are as informed of your schemes as the young swordsman Darkhan appears to be.” 
 
    “Of course, my faithful friend Baligor,” Morgan nodded. Surprising everyone, he pulled out a piece of paper with a single ancient rune on it. The rune had been used back in the days of the Bloody General. “The Regent Mother has invoked an ancient custom: the strongest warrior of our army is going to face off against the strongest warrior of their army in order to end this almost thousand-year-old feud and save both nations from more fighting that will just claim billions of lives and create fertile ground for more hatred and new conflicts in the future.” 
 
    “In other words-” 
 
    “In other words, we’re being lured into a trap,” Morgan continued. “The Regent Mother will, of course, send out the Scarlet Swordsman, but he’ll only be a decoy. During the battle, she’ll probably go to any lengths and even risk losing her life to the oaths that we’ll both swear in order for the duel to happen, all so she can destroy as many of our soldiers as possible, and leave the rest to be taken care of by her army. What little forces remain on either side will be torn apart by the Chaverie and Gazargaz Empires.” 
 
    “Does the Regent Mother want to destroy both Empires?” Urnul asked. 
 
    “It would make sense,” Cassius said thoughtfully. “From her point of view, of course. After all, Lascan is already crumbling. The Lascanian Imperial line has been ended, and until the war is over, they won’t be able to perform the ritual needed to form a new one. And they can’t win the war after Delphie and these past three years of fighting have weakened them…” 
 
    “So, she’ll do all of this…” Dekoy Schuver continued, “So that she can destroy us all in one blow, under the guise of a surrender.” 
 
    “That’s why, my General,” the one with the whip said, bowing, “you’re putting the weakest among us, who has been framed as the murderer of her son, out as bait.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Morgan replied. “But you got one thing wrong, Snake Eye. This ancient custom requires certain oaths from the army commanders. I won’t be able to send anyone but the strongest warrior in the entire Empire.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Snake Eye, look carefully at the man who’s sitting in the chair of the one who could’ve singlehandedly destroyed both Darnassus and Lascan, if he’d so desired.” 
 
    “My General, you don’t mean-” 
 
    “That Tarisfal, also known as the great swordsman Orune, hid his power from all of us... from all of you. He was the only one who could’ve ascended to the level of an Immortal, but he never found the path leading to such a level.” 
 
    Just as a spider knew what was happening even in the most remote parts of its web, so too did Morgan. He’d known about Orune’s true power all along. 
 
    “Wouldn’t such a great warrior choose someone who’d reach his level and even surpass it eventually to be his disciple?” Morgan continued. “Hadjar Darkhan, disciple of Tarisfal, General of the Moon Stream Army, former Prince of Lidus, has followed in his Master’s footsteps. He hasn’t reached his level quite yet, but he’s already left all of you in the dust. Of those sitting at this table, excluding me, he’s the strongest.” 
 
    These words rang out like an explosion. 
 
    “My Emperor, you-” 
 
    “Out of all of you, he’s the only one who has learned the hidden essence of a True Word and was able to merge it with his will, energy, and the Sword Spirit’s mysteries. Hadjar Darkhan is the only one capable of going up against the Scarlet Swordsman. He’s the only one I can send out for this duel.” 
 
    The one behind everything that had happened in Hadjar’s life... The one who’d led him through hundreds of thousands of battles, scarring both his body and soul. Was it Morgan? Probably not. After all, Morgan couldn’t have possibly been involved with Earth, and he didn’t even know about the dragon heart in Hadjar’s chest. It was terrifying. Someone was playing with Morgan the same way he was playing with his pawns. Casually. Without him even noticing it. Damn it all… 
 
    “You may leave now, General Darkhan,” Morgan leaned back in his chair. “You don’t need to know the details. You won’t break your oath that way.” 
 
    Hadjar stood up and looked into Morgan’s eyes. If he wasn’t mistaken and had understood the hint correctly, this was the last time they’d ever speak. By the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, he wanted to hate this man, but couldn’t… Because if he wasn’t mistaken... if this really was a hint, then… 
 
    Hadjar bowed deeply, then turned and headed for the ramp. Tomorrow, he’d find himself in a fight he couldn’t refuse. Not because of his sister, her husband, and their son, or the empty threat the Emperor had made. But because of the promise behind it. The promise that had been too tempting to turn down. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1119 
 
      
 
   H adjar was sitting in a lotus position a little ways away from the camp. He stared at the countless stars frozen in the night sky. They were still cold and indifferent, but not as silent as before. Hadjar could hear their whispers. They intertwined with the rustling of the grass, which swayed in a light breeze, and mixed with the song of the night birds and cicadas. With the murmur of the flowers that had opened up, revealing their beauty. The Wind ruffling Hadjar’s hair brought him all these sounds. It played with his hair decorations. Tink! Tink! 
 
    The Name of the Wind. Ever-changing, but oh so familiar. With each passing second it transformed, renewed itself, died, was reborn, and then changed again. After starting to pronounce it in one form, Hadjar would end up saying it in a completely different one. He couldn’t even explain how it happened, since a single clue could destroy the soul and mind of the one who heard it, and also damage the path of cultivation of the one who said it. It was somewhat like an oath… Only the faintest hint could be given to a seeker of truth, so as not to harm them both. 
 
    It was all so tiring sometimes… 
 
    “Take me…” Hadjar whispered as the Wind filled his soul. “Take me home…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If anyone could’ve seen the invisible at that moment, they would’ve noticed the Quetzal bird burst out of Hadjar’s chest as he sat there in the lotus position. It rose like the wind and flew north, toward distant lands. Alas, no one in the army camp could see the invisible, so they didn’t notice the majestic bird’s flight. It crossed huge mountains, rivers, and fields, seas and forests, hills and meadows, towns and villages, cities and lakes, all in a split second. Every beat of its wings was a breath of the wind. 
 
    It landed in a garden that wasn’t nearly as beautiful as the one in the Forbidden City or the Garden of Satyrs, but was much more familiar to the Quetzal bird, which then assumed the form of a man with long hair. 
 
    He looked at the four tombstones. His father and mother. His brother and his wife. In the distance was the fifth tombstone. His uncle. The garden of the Palace of Lidus hadn’t changed, nor had the lake located in its center. The lake held so many memories and... A single promise. 
 
    The man, walking across the lake’s surface, came to a small island with a small tree growing on it. There, in the dark, under the canopy of a tree, a beautiful girl stood waiting for the dawn. Her golden hair fluttered in the wind, and her emerald eyes glittered in the night. Elaine. 
 
    He’d promised her that he’d come back one day. He’d promised that he would come here. He hadn’t sworn an oath, but had promised it instead. To him, a promise was worth far more than an oath. 
 
    He wanted to hug her, to hold her close and say, “I’m home.” But Elaine felt only a light wind caressing her, nothing more. He was standing in front of her and looking into her eyes. They were a little tired. Perhaps taking care of her son wasn’t an easy task even for a true cultivator. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” he said. “One day, I’ll come back... Please wait for me... So I know where to go back to. So I don’t get lost.” 
 
    After that, the Quetzal bird flew up. 
 
    Elaine shuddered slightly as she saw the stars twinkle in the reflection of the dark surface of the lake. She could’ve sworn that she’d also seen a bird flying amongst the stars, reflected in the waves. 
 
    “I’m waiting for you,” she whispered. “Even if that’s all I can do to help you, I’m waiting for you.” 
 
    If only she knew that this was the greatest help the warrior could’ve ever hoped for. He needed to have someone waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At dawn, the Lascanian Legions approached from the eastern horizon of the steppe, marching across the sun-scorched earth. Their huge ships, looking like birds of prey and celestial monsters, were cleaving the majestic clouds with their keels. Their gigantic golems were so large that their shoulders reached those same ships floating amongst the clouds. 
 
    This sea of people, constructs, ships, cannons, and mounts was moving toward the western half of the steppes, and stopped at an invisible line. 
 
    A small dot separated from the mass of humanity and constructs, and soon turned into a boat floating across the sky. The Regent Mother came down the plank. She was accompanied by a single warrior. Wearing his signature scarlet cloak, with his scarlet armor gleaming with gold and steel, he was two heads taller than her. He was massive, but was still fast and frighteningly nimble. This was made clear by every step he took, by every movement of the huge two-handed sword on his back. He was the strongest swordsman of the seven Empires. Someone even Orune had respected. 
 
    Well, maybe this was the fight that Hadjar had been preparing for all these years in order to find out how far he’d progressed toward his goal — challenging the Seventh Heaven. 
 
    “Child killer!” The Regent Mother hissed, taking a step forward, her white robes fluttering after her, but then the Scarlet Swordsman gallantly but sternly put his hand out in front of her. 
 
    “It’s strange to hear those words coming from you, you old hag,” Morgan chuckled, stepping up next to Hadjar. 
 
    Only two people came to the center from either side. 
 
    “Boy,” the Regent Mother turned to Morgan, “You’re mad! Your plan will never work! They’ll never let you do it! No one will ever allow a second Erhard to be made!” 
 
    “Great,” Morgan shrugged, “I’ve never been tempted by the glory of being second at anything. I always want to be the first.” 
 
    “You will. You’ll be the number one and most famous fool in the entire history of the White Dragon Region. Now let’s swear our oaths and get this over with! I’ve yearned to see this child killer’s blood spilled for too long!” 
 
    They walked toward each other and spoke long, complicated oaths in unison. Hadjar didn’t really listen to what they were saying, too busy staring at the figure in front of him. He was the strongest warrior, one whose face had never been seen before. A legend known throughout all the seven Empires. 
 
    “The duel will begin the moment the sun touches the top of this spear.” After the cuts from his and the Regent Mother’s oaths healed, Morgan pointed to the siege spear embedded in the ground. 
 
    After that, Hadjar and the Scarlet Swordsman were left alone in the middle of the steppe. The sun was rising over Steppe Fang’s homeland. It was rather poetic that the duel would take place here. 
 
    “We still haven’t gotten a chance to finish our fight, have we?” 
 
    The Scarlet Swordsman twitched, “When did you figure it out?” 
 
    “Just now.” 
 
    The man took off his scarlet helmet. His red, almost copper-colored hair fell over his shoulders. It was slightly longer than usual. His eyes were a little brighter. Overall, his appearance was slightly different. Still, he was undoubtedly Taniged the Cloudy. 
 
    “It’s the ‘Gemini’ Technique,” Hadjar said. “You completely changed your appearance, including your aura, energy, and even your mysteries, all while maintaining control over two different bodies.” 
 
    “What gave me away?” 
 
    “No one has ever seen you and the Scarlet Swordsman in the same place at the same time,” Hadjar explained. “Also, the fact that you didn’t kill me during our first and second meeting. My master fought the Scarlet Swordsman twice.” 
 
    Taniged, or whatever his real name was, nodded. 
 
    “And he didn’t take my life twice. But now I’ve repaid my debt. Now, we will have a proper duel.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill the Emperor of Lascan.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then why do you want to fight me?” 
 
    The Scarlet Swordsman silently put his helmet back on. Through the slits, Hadjar could see his eyes flash with a scarlet mist. 
 
    “To keep my legend alive after I die. The legend of the Scarlet Swordsman who fought for his homeland until its final hour.” 
 
    We're all just footprints in the sand, Akena’s words echoed in his mind. Hadjar tied his hair back and bowed low. 
 
    “My name is Hadjar Darkhan, and I’m honored to fight you.” 
 
    The sun rose higher. Shocking the armies of both sides, the Scarlet Swordsman also bowed low. 
 
    “My name is Tan,” he replied through his visor. “It’s an honor to fight you, my friend’s disciple.” 
 
    The sun touched the top of the spear. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1120 
 
      
 
    A scarlet lightning bolt flashed into being behind Tan. Zigzagging and leaving no trace behind, he moved straight toward his opponent. It was somewhat similar to the ‘Bloody Hunt’ Technique of the Predatory Blades clan. 
 
    Hadjar drew his blade. Sparks flew from the scabbard as the Blue Blade was unsheathed. A dragon created from his energy and mysteries coiled around Hadjar. It bared its sharp fangs, all glowing with lightning and the mysteries of the Sword and Wind. 
 
    A storm rose up over the steppes, ripping out the pegs of thousands of tents. Fortunately, everyone had vacated them before dawn. Soldiers and legionaries from both sides had gathered to witness this battle, which was destined to become a legend and be sung about for many centuries to come. 
 
    They wanted to tell their children and grandchildren: “I was in the Lascanian steppes that day. I held a standard. I saw the Scarlet Swordsman fight the Mad General. One of them had to die so that we could live and tell you this legend.” 
 
    “Where did this boy come from?” Urnul wondered, standing aboard ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ as it hovered above the frontline. “This defense... It’s as strong as Orune’s was.” 
 
    “No matter how strong it is, the Scarlet Swordsman’s attack can’t be stopped.” 
 
    The eleven great heroes used their will and mysteries to protect the armies and Legions of Darnassus from the echo caused by the clash of these two powerful cultivators. 
 
    The Scarlet Swordsman’s giant blade flashed with a blood red light. The crimson veil stretched for miles both up toward the sky, and down through the ground. Hadjar sensed the mysteries of several Kingdoms in this attack, all used at the same time: the Sword, Blood, War, Speed, Lightning, Cloud, and… Grass mysteries? Hadjar had no clue what Grass had to do with it. 
 
    The attack which channeled the seven unified Kingdoms fell directly on his Blue Blade and dragon, which had formed a protective cocoon around him. Hadjar felt as if a star had fallen on him after flying through the boundless reaches of space. He felt cold, bony fingers on his throat. That old bitch had come for him again. 
 
    “Not yet!” Hadjar roared. 
 
    His sword flashed across the sky. A dragon’s roar rang out, deep and soul-shaking, as if the Dragon Emperor had come down from the Ruby Palace’s throne and personally gone to battle. This roar tore up layers of earth and crushed them into fine dust. It forced the spectators to use their best defensive Techniques just to stay alive and sane. The huge dragon grabbed the crimson veil with its claws and fangs, filling the whole steppe with its presence. 
 
    Crimson torrents burst out onto the ground. They demolished it, reducing it to little more than atoms. Blue lightning scales burned through the air and clouds. The ships raised their energy shields, but even those couldn’t stop the echo of the clash. Chaos reigned all around. The ground rose up and cracked open, releasing lava. 
 
    The warriors watched the standard narrow sword and the massive, two-handed, heavy blade clash. The two great swordsmen were fighting, but the spectators could only see two monsters trying to rip the world apart. Monsters that didn’t belong to the mortal world. 
 
    After keeping the pressure up for a fraction of a second, Tan took a few steps back. He looked pristine: there wasn’t a single scratch on his red and gold armor, and his scarlet cloak looked brand new. Meanwhile, Hadjar fell to his right knee due to the pressure, and his Divine level armor was gradually patching up numerous holes that had been left on it. Blood trickled down his arms. 
 
    “I honestly didn’t think you could take a single strike from me, swordsman Darkhan.” Tan bowed much lower than the first time. “The last time I fought at full power was a thousand years ago, when I fought your Master for the second time, in secret… That night, I couldn’t withstand his presence at all the moment he fully unleashed all of his power. You’re still far from his level. But for a warrior who hasn’t even lived for a century yet, you have surpassed your Master in terms of potential.” 
 
    Couldn’t withstand it? This monster whose basic sword swing had forced Hadjar to use a tenth of his energy reserve to block it hadn’t been able to withstand Tarisfal’s mere presence? 
 
    “Show me what your path has brought you to, great swordsman.” Tan thrust his sword out in front of him and tightly gripped its guard. “Let’s make this battle so great that the songs about it will be sung even after people lose count of the eras!” 
 
    Hadjar straightened up and gripped his sword with both hands. The Quetzal bird on his blade suddenly spread its wings. The clouds drifted from the guard to the tip. Thunder rumbled in the sky, and blue lightning bolts arced through the storm clouds. 
 
    Tan looked at all of this, and smiled with anticipation and admiration. 
 
    “Is this your path, great swordsman? It’s beautiful! Come on, use all of your might against me! Let’s find out which of us is the best swordsman in the seven Empires!” 
 
    A storm was brewing within Hadjar, one that had begun gathering the day he’d drawn his mother’s sword to send that traitorous female guard of the Lidus Royal Palace to her forefathers. The Wind had whispered and screamed in his ears ever since: 
 
    “Dragon Storm!” 
 
    Lightning bolts intertwined into the silhouette of a gigantic dragon within the storm clouds. Its wings were storm and steel. Its fangs and claws were sword and war. Ten thousand paces long and a hundred paces wide, it surged through the storm and lightning. Its roar made the earth split apart and rise into the sky in mile high ridges, as if it were trying to protect itself from the wrath of the Heavens themselves. 
 
    Hadjar’s robes flashed with white and blue, his energy and mysteries filling the air. The clouds at their hem turned into storm clouds, and the stars turned into flashes of lightning. 
 
    These past three years, which Hadjar had spent fighting against Generals using just a stick, had deepened his understanding of the Sword and his understanding of his own unique path. Hadjar craved battle... and he craved it badly. It was a way for him to finally reach the end of his journey. No matter how long it took… 
 
    What came next was a terrifying downward slash, followed by a plume of endless blue. The dragon made of lightning, wind, sword, and steel descended. Now the Lascanians had to send their Colossi forward, so that they could protect the millions of soldiers and legionaries from the echo of the upcoming collision. 
 
    “March of the Two Thousand!” The Scarlet Swordsman pulled his sword out of the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1121 
 
      
 
   C assius watched the battle unfolding on the steppes. Was this the same young man that had come to his School less than a quarter of a century ago as a mere Heaven Soldier? And that same young man was now fighting against the warrior who could beat the eleven great heroes and destroy ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’, as well as all the troops of Darnassus, singlehandedly? How was this even possible? 
 
    “The General was right,” Baligor, who had survived the crucible of the wars they’d fought to ensure the rebirth of Darnassus, whispered in awe. “None of us are capable of... anything like this.” 
 
    Tetius, who was standing next to him, was clutching his protective amulet. He was confident in his abilities, but... not so confident that he’d foolishly try to withstand the pressure of Hadjar’s Technique, even though a huge part of it was being absorbed by the ship’s defenses. 
 
    “What kind of monster knows such a Technique?” Snake Eye, his whip wrapped around his torso for protection, clung to the side of the ship so hard that his knuckles turned white. “It’s beyond the Imperial level!” 
 
    “The kind that can defend from it!” Urnul replied, pointing at the Scarlet Swordsman. 
 
    The moment he pulled his sword out of the ground, a whole army suddenly rose up behind him. Thousands of warriors, armed with the same kind of sword that the Scarlet Swordsman was wielding, appeared. They formed three orderly rows, their golden armor shining like the sun. The two thousand warriors flew up atop a blood cloud. In a perfectly synchronized attack, they came down on the dragon. The lightning bolts struck their golden armor and the wings of storm and steel crashed into the blood cloud made up of countless defeated enemies, each of which had become another part of the legend of the Scarlet Swordsman. 
 
    A storm of blue and gold bloomed like a flower of carnage and war in the center of a raging ocean of thunderclouds. An explosion of power strong enough to push the Lascanian and Darnassian ships apart sent a ball of fiery chaos rushing toward the heavens. It seemed to be challenging those who lived even higher still, those who called themselves gods and decided the people’s fate, as if saying, ‘Look down, we’re fighting each other for now, but one day, we’ll challenge you, too.’ 
 
    Even before the fiery chaos disappeared into the eternal darkness of the vast space above them, the Scarlet Swordsman started running again. The red and gold lightning bolts flashed as he moved. He was moving so fast that the air was igniting around him. 
 
    The soldiers and legionaries prayed to their gods. They clearly understood that if not for the shield bearers who’d used dozens of defensive Techniques, coupled with the eleven great heroes’ will and energy, the Scarlet Swordsman’s run alone would’ve sent the tens of millions of warriors standing in the front ranks to their forefathers. And what was most frightening… The battle itself was taking place dozens of miles away from the front ranks. 
 
    Hadjar could only see flashes of color as Tan was moving too fast. When the two-handed sword shrouded in a veil of scarlet radiance flew in a wide arc toward his right side, Hadjar determined the direction the attack was coming from by observing the ground as it cracked and shook instead of trying to track him directly. 
 
    Defending against such an attack would’ve been the dumbest possible move. Fortunately, Hadjar wasn’t stupid. Well, at least not when it came to fights to the death. 
 
    His clothes flashed with blue-white lightning, and Hadjar ran forward, although he was still slower than his opponent. The two-handed sword missed his chest by several inches, but even that was enough to leave a deep cut on his skin, despite the protection of his mysteries and energy. His Divine level armor revealed a bloody tear in its enchanted fabric. This was only a small fraction of the strike, too, and the majority of its might flew toward the Dah’Khasses’ mountains. 
 
    By the Evening Stars, it was a real blessing that the Scarlet Swordsman was only at the Nameless level. Because if that attack had reached the mountains… Thankfully, it dispersed after a hundred miles. 
 
    Panting, Hadjar assumed a defensive stance. Fighting at this level was no longer a matter of swordsmanship, but an exchange of energy, speed, will, and Techniques. This had revealed the realities of the path of cultivation to him faster than anything else ever could. Not so long ago, a mere thirty years ago, in fact, as an officer under General Moon Leen, Hadjar had crossed swords with a young man he’d called Crab, and then he’d fought the adjutant responsible for the deaths of Senta and Eina, Colin Lavrie. They’d fought with swords, exhibiting great beauty and grace, and a ghostly attack that looked like a breath of wind and could cut one’s skin at a distance of five steps had been considered something incredible. Now… 
 
    A little more than three decades had passed since then, not counting the time he’d spent on the Mountain of Elements. And Hadjar was now holding a Divine level artifact in his hands. He was wearing Divine level armor. He watched the scarlet haze that could easily wipe out the Legions and armies of Darnassus vanish a hundred miles away. 
 
    In just three moves, Hadjar had spent one third of his energy. He could probably take some pills to replenish it, but something told him that doing so would ruin the fight. It was as if they’d come to a silent agreement to use only what cultivators had to use: their bodies, skills, armor, and weapons. No artifacts. No talismans. No alchemy. 
 
    Hadjar, his clothes turning into a cloak of lightning once again, glided over the ground, dashed around Tan, and leapt, spinning around to deliver a quick cut with his sword. 
 
    The great heroes standing aboard ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ stared at this maneuver with wide eyes. 
 
    “What kind of style is this?” Urnul couldn’t figure out what he’d just seen. “He needs to use the ‘Wing of the Soaring Peacock’ if he wants to neutralize the Scarlet Swordsman!” 
 
    “No, the ‘Spring Brook’s Awakening’ would be better,” Baligor argued, “to compensate for the difference in speed.” 
 
    “Their speed is almost at the same level and-” 
 
    “Stop that,” Tetius said. The great heroes begrudgingly fell silent. “Great swordsman Darkhan doesn’t know any swordsmanship styles.” 
 
    “Are you serious, my Prince?” 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “I’ve lived for forty centuries, but I’ve never heard of a great swordsman whose power isn’t based on a style!” 
 
    “No cultivator can go past the Spirit Knight level if they don’t know a style.” 
 
    Cassius was the only one who remained silent. He knew that there was an exception to this rule. The lack of a style could be compensated for with experience. The further along the path of cultivation a person went, the more experience they would need. Considering that of all the strongest cultivators in Darnassus currently present, the Scarlet Swordsman was fighting this young man who wasn’t even a century old, then... his experience exceeded their combined experience. By the demons and gods, what had this man gone through to become such a monster? 
 
    “Look!” They shouted, pointing at the Mad General. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1122 
 
      
 
   T he Scarlet Swordsman’s blade was followed by a huge, red veil and Hadjar’s own sword was trailed by flashes of countless lightning bolts with dragon-swords arcing within and around them. His halo wasn’t as wide as Tan’s, but it still looked majestic, destructive, and deadly. 
 
    A spinning slash crashed into the Scarlet Swordsman’s upraised sword. The land rose behind him in a giant wave. Stone spikes shot up throughout the steppes. The ground was left pulverized. It turned into dust and lava, forming entire lakes of it behind Tan. However, not a single scratch appeared on the Scarlet Swordsman’s armor. Still shining with scarlet and gold light, it looked exactly the same as before the fight had even begun. There wasn’t a single smudge, dent, or scratch on it. Hadjar’s attack hadn’t gotten past Tan’s defenses. 
 
      
 
    [Analysis completed. 
 
    Object: Tan. 
 
    Percentage of potential utilization: 31.85 %. 
 
    The probability of the host’s victory: 2.5 %. 
 
    Recommendation: Grant the combat control unit full access in order to use 100 % of host’s potential and secure victory.] 
 
      
 
    After Hadjar had almost completely halted the analysis of the Predatory Blades clan library three years ago, his neural network had returned to its normal operating mode. Having finished analyzing Tan’s combat strategy, his energy flows, and other parameters, it had found that he was only able to use a third of his capabilities and had even come up with an ideal strategy for fighting against him. A strategy that would allow Hadjar to use not just 20% of his full potential, but all 100% of it. However… 
 
    Hadjar looked at Tan… or Taniged. Not so long ago, he had come to Darnassus, but he hadn’t helped Derek of the Steppe, he hadn’t killed Hadjar, although he could have, and he hadn’t destroyed Dahanatan, even though he’d had a chance to do just that. ‘There’s no honor or glory in it’ had been his explanation. All of them were just tracks in the sand… 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t stoop to summoning a wave that would make no sense and only briefly make his mark a little deeper, all to merely survive a little longer. 
 
    Switch off, Hadjar ordered his neural network. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Stopping all activity until the command to resume computing processes is issued.] 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was stupid or wrong. But only those who’d never truly fought would think so. Those who always went with the flow wouldn’t understand him. 
 
    “You’re holding up well, great swordsman Darkhan.” Tan’s voice didn’t tremble, and there was no sign of fatigue in it. Hadjar wondered if the Scarlet Swordsman felt the same way now as he himself had when he’d fought the Lascanian Generals with just a stick... “Let’s see how you deal with this! ‘Advance of the Two Thousand!’” 
 
    A golden army rose up behind Tan once more. The warriors didn’t fly up like last time. They drew their two-handed golden swords and began to merge with the Scarlet Swordsman. His blade shone brighter and brighter. Its glow gradually changed the color of the spilled blood to gold. 
 
    The Scarlet Swordsman made a world-shattering slash. He raised his sword above his head, and a golden ray shot out into the sky. It extended until it was more than fifteen thousand paces long and five hundred paces wide. A huge replica of Tan’s sword cut through the sky and rushed straight at Hadjar. 
 
    This seriously wasn’t mere swordplay anymore. It wasn’t like the fight against ‘The Black Gates’ sect that Hadjar had survived thanks to his neural network. It wasn’t like fighting against Sunshine Sankesh. It was something completely different. The utilization of the sword was at a whole other level in such battles — it moved from mere swordsmanship toward utilizing the full depths of one’s knowledge of their path and mysteries. The one who was ahead of their opponent when it came to this, and could wield more energy, became the winner. 
 
    Tan was a Nameless and possessed a True Kingdom in which he’d united seven other Kingdoms. 
 
    Hadjar was a Lord and possessed a True Kingdom made up of just two other Kingdoms. The 2.5% odds of victory that his neural network had given him were actually too generous, but… A warrior’s path wasn’t limited to just these things. Its true depths were unfathomable. 
 
    “What is the boy doing?” One of the great heroes shouted. “He needs to use a protective artifact or he won’t survive such an attack!” 
 
    “There is no honor in using one!” 
 
    “Shove your honor up your ass, Baligor! Darnassus’ fate depends on whether he survives or not.” 
 
    Cassius was the only one who remained calm, “You are looking at Orune’s disciple, brothers. The disciple of a monster... a demon... a devil. A devil who never backed down. Do you really think that the great swordsman Darkhan will back down?” 
 
    “Great-” Urnul was about to express his doubts that a young man who hadn’t even lived for one century was worthy of such a title, but he stopped. Not because he’d changed his mind. He simply couldn’t make a sound. 
 
    The ship’s sails were still flapping in the fierce wind, but they could no longer be heard. Neither could the roars of the mighty Techniques that were making the World River’s streams bend, the shouts of the soldiers and legionaries, or the weapons clattering. All sound died away. It was as if someone had asked the world for a little bit of silence so they could have a few moments to think in peace. 
 
    When sound returned, the sails stopped, the clouds parted, and lightning rained down in surges of shattered blue radiance. But the storm didn’t go away. It only grew stronger, shrank to a tiny pinprick, and then went inside the Mad General. It was as if… the source of the fierce wind wasn’t the world, but the General himself. 
 
    “A True Word,” Cassius whispered in reverence and disbelief. “Darkhan managed to…” 
 
    “What?” Urnul prompted him. 
 
    “To surpass his Master,” Cassius replied. 
 
    “Not for long,” Baligor pointed to the Scarlet Swordsman’s golden sword slicing through the sky, making the atmosphere itself glow in the process. 
 
    “A great swordsman,” Cassius said, “won’t bow down before a mere Technique. Their battle is just beginning, brothers. We’ll now get to see something that even those like us can find inspiration for our cultivation in.” 
 
    As if to confirm Cassius’ words, Hadjar held out his sword, angling it toward the Scarlet Swordsman’s Technique. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1123 
 
      
 
   H adjar had survived many battles. He’d fought alongside Nero against sectarians and nomads both. Alongside Einen, he’d fought against Bedouins, bandits, Sankesh, and all sorts of monsters. He’d survived the challenges of Greven’Dor. He had seen the Fae. He had visited the First Dragon Emperor’s tomb. He had survived Erhard’s treasury. The Dah’Khasses’ had met their end at his hand. The jungles of Karnak had failed to take his life. And all this time, the Wind hadn’t left his side, always doing its best to help him escape the cold embrace of death and live to fight another day. 
 
    “Dragon Dawn!” 
 
    Traves’ stories… Hadjar still remembered them. The scene where this dragon, an exiled hero of his homeland, had spent decades observing a tree growing at the top of a mountain and only knowing eternal autumn. This was also a part of his path, which resulted in a flicker of barely visible blue light. It was no thicker than sewing thread and no longer than a horsehair. The wind seemed to whisper as it slid off Hadjar’s sword and flew toward the golden blade. The Wind was whispering: 
 
    Stepha — her eternally joyful, upbeat nature was in this name… Senta — a proud and loving mother. Eina — a sad, naive girl who had dreamed so much. Dogar — a mighty bear who had known nothing but honor. Nero — his faithful, steadfast brother… Sera ... Robin… Lida ... Tim... Lian... Lin... Galion… Tur... Simon... Lergon... Dubar... Darius... Ralpi... Shakar... Shakh... Ilmena... Einen… Harad... Sular... Rakhaim... Zurh... Sankesh... Aliksha... Ragar... Tilis... Ramukhan... Karissa... Harlim… Dora... Tom... Anise… Galkhad... Price... Chin’Ameh… Hashim... Bromhead... Ymir… Erhard... Steppe Fang… Akena… Morgan... Helmer… The Enemy... Raven’s Wing... Freya… Primus... Elizabeth… Haver… Elaine... Shakur… 
 
    These names… What could be truer than them? These names and many others were Hadjar’s path. From the moment he’d taken his first breath in this world, to this very moment when he’d come face to face with the strongest man in all the seven Empires, from the moment he’d first picked up a sword, to the moment when he’d finally heard the Wind’s whispers. The whispers of the Wind that had been born within him… 
 
    The Scarlet Swordsman’s golden blade crumbled to dust, and the blue streak disappeared into the endless sky. 
 
    Hadjar plunged his sword into the ground. Not to imitate Tan, but to stop himself from collapsing into the dust. He had released the Name of the Wind from the depths of his soul and allowed it to go on its endless wanderings. A trickle of dark, thick blood started flowing from the corner of Hadjar’s mouth. 
 
    “Those are beautiful names, great swordsman Darkhan,” Tan whispered. For the first time, scratches had appeared on his armor, and a single red drop fell from his helmet. “I’ve heard your path. It’s honest and noble. You aren’t fighting for yourself, or glory. You aren’t fighting to be remembered... You’re doing it so that those who walked with you won’t be lost. Of all the warriors I’ve sent and will send to their forefathers, you’re the one I’ll remember even when I lose everything else.” 
 
    “I’m... not... going to my forefathers yet.” Hadjar straightened up and pulled his sword out of the ground. He caught his breath. He had less than a quarter of his energy left, and his energy body was trembling from the intensity of their battle. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one who knows a True Word, Great Swordsman Darkhan.” Tan raised his sword in front of him as if it weighed less than a feather. 
 
    “I found that out in the Delphie Valley.” Hadjar wiped his lips, then spat. There was a coppery taste in his mouth. 
 
    “The tragedy that was meant to happen for the sake of…” Tan paused, then continued in a different tone, “Back then, I showed you but a tiny bit of what you’ll see now. My Technique, which I created during all the years I spent chasing Orune’s shadow, has only three strikes. This is the last one. Funeral Song of the Two Thousand!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two thousand golden warriors rose up behind the Scarlet Swordsman one final time. Then two more followed, and two more came after them, and so on until all the free space of the steppe was filled by the golden army. The spectators presumed that the army was going to rush into battle, but something unexpected happened. Damage began to appear on the warriors’ armor: cuts, holes, even horrific lacerations through which the people could see their terrible wounds, which oozed blood. The streams of blood gushing out of the dying golden warriors became rivers, then merged into a sea, which rose into the air like a tsunami. The Scarlet Swordsman’s seven Kingdoms were all combined in this incredible attack that could wash away entire cities, and even countries. Nothing could oppose this bloody ocean. And it was focused on a single target — a small figure standing in the middle of the battle-ravaged steppe. 
 
    “Shields!” Officers shouted on both sides. 
 
    “Channel all your energy to the shields!” 
 
    “Use the protective amulets and artifacts!” 
 
    Both the Lascanian and the Darnassian armies completely exhausted their entire supply of defensive items, starting from personal amulets to huge magical symbols that covered incredibly large swathes of land with domes of shimmering energy. But even so, as the bloody ocean enveloped both armies, the warriors and legionaries both felt like their death was perilously close. 
 
    It was standing right behind them, its breath cold on their necks. 
 
    The shields that held the power of the warriors of both Empires shook and buckled beneath the weight of an attack from just one swordsman — the great swordsman Tan. Every single one of the soldiers, legionaries, officers, Generals, and even the great heroes suddenly realized how insignificant and small they really were compared to this power, which was so immense that the very thought of its scale seemed to border on insanity. 
 
    “Nothing can withstand such an attack,” Tetius whispered. “No matter how monstrous Orune’s disciple is, this is beyond the capabilities of the cultivators of the seven Empires… This power could even injure a guardian of the Ruby-” Golden lights flashed around Tetius, reminding him of his oath, and the Prince fell silent. He could never forget the oaths he’d made to the messengers who had come to the Forbidden City. Even though these oaths were only half of those that his father had once uttered when he’d become the Emperor, they were still very restrictive. 
 
    However, the great heroes still understood what he’d been talking about. Like Tetius, they’d taken the necessary oaths when they’d accepted their title and privileges. They hadn’t sworn themselves to the Emperor, as most of the population thought. After all, the common folk had no idea about the Ruby Palace and the even greater power that resided there. 
 
    “Darkhan doesn’t stand a chance…” 
 
    That was the same verdict that had been given to him when his parents’ negligence had ‘blessed’ him with a body that couldn’t move properly. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t stand a chance…’ Hadjar, Boris, Boreas, Darkhan… had gotten so used to this sort of thing that he couldn’t even imagine a situation where life would give him a fair chance. That was why, if a chance wasn’t granted to him fair and square, Hadjar would make one himself, snatch it from the clutches of fate, death, gods, or demons. It didn’t matter to him. He’d defy them all. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1124 
 
      
 
   W hile everyone was watching the ocean of blood surging toward the blue-robed swordsman’s lone figure, Hadjar saw something different. He was suddenly standing in the middle of a field similar to the fields of Hermens. A golden field of rye and wheat. A young man was enthusiastically whistling and reaping the crops, working alongside hundreds of happy teens just like himself. Two, three, four hundred... Two thousand. Two thousand people were harvesting these crops. 
 
    Then the scene changed. The young man was comforting a crying old woman. Their crops had been taken, not by the military for the army, not even by the Governor to fill his own pockets. They’d been taken by bandits. The young man was sure that someone would come to help them. But no one came. And the young man realized that if they didn’t help themselves, no one would. Two thousand peasants defended their crops the best they could. 
 
    A burning village. Dead people. Destroyed fields. The wounded young man ran. All he saw before him was blood and grass… 
 
    Then Hadjar was once again facing death. The fields were replaced by the steppe. And the weak young man was replaced by the strongest warrior in the seven Empires. 
 
    Hadjar now knew why Tan had been so eager to take Tarisfal’s life. He knew why Tarisfal had never finished their battle. He and Hadjar were achingly similar… And Derek and Tan were so different... Derek had decided to use someone else’s power to take revenge on the one who’d taken everything from him. Tan had decided to use his own. The boy had become the heir and disciple of the Scarlet Swordsman, inheriting the title from him... Hadjar saw a familiar face among those who’d stolen the harvest — Tarisfal. No matter how large this world was, the destinies of people were always woven together, and the weave was both eerie and beautiful. 
 
    “Goodbye, great swordsman,” Tan whispered. “I couldn’t kill your Master, but when you die... the souls of my people will finally find peace.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at his opponent. The path that had led him through Lidus, Balium, the Sea of Sand, the mountains of Greven’Dor, the jungles of Karnak, through the vast expanses of Darnassus and Lascan, was wrong. As wrong as the one Tan was following right now. This path gave them power that others couldn’t even dream of. But it also took more than a person could possibly give. Hadjar owed his life to just a few words that a dying tigress had once said to him. It had allowed him to find another goal after revenge had burned him to the ground. 
 
    “Two percent…” He whispered, “Is more than enough.” 
 
    Pushing off from the ground, Hadjar charged into the bloody ocean. He didn’t hide, he didn’t defend himself, and he didn’t run away. No, he rushed forward like the wind. His sword shone like the blue sky. It cut through the silhouettes of countless golden warriors in the bloody wave. However, they managed to injure him. It was like running through a meat grinder. Turning into the Quetzal bird and using his ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique, he flew higher and higher into the sky. His feathers fell, along with blood and bits of armor. His claws faded as the energy within his blade ebbed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He’s suicidal!” 
 
    “He’s a madman!” 
 
    “Darnassus is doomed!” 
 
    “Lascan has won!” 
 
    “Lascan is eternal!” 
 
    All sorts of shouts could be heard from all over the steppe. But the people who were busy guessing how it would all end couldn’t take their eyes off the bird that was flying through the ocean of blood, inside which the swords of the golden warriors rained down on it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the apex of his flight, Hadjar suddenly halted. Almost out of power, wounded, he watched the army that was coming for his soul. Death was whispering passionately and longingly, “You’re finally mine now.” Hadjar only tightened his grip on his sword: 
 
    “No… ‘Peaceful Day!’” 
 
    The world stopped. The bloody ocean suddenly froze in the sky. The rubies of shimmering energy became entangled in Hadjar’s Technique. The ordinary cultivators suddenly felt no stronger than mortals, and the great heroes felt no stronger than mere cultivators. 
 
    The Scarlet Swordsman, not realizing what had happened, tried to channel all of his energy into his Technique, but it was too late. Less than a moment of hesitation, less than a heartbeat, and the Quetzal bird was already diving. A blue lightning bolt streaked across the ocean of blood that couldn’t keep up with it, and it plunged into the Scarlet Swordsman’s chest. 
 
    Hadjar drove his blade into the armor joint just above Tan’s collarbone, knocking him to the ground. Such an ordinary physical wound, given that Hadjar was completely devoid of energy, certainly couldn’t kill the great swordsman Tan, but Hadjar then gave a mental order, and his ever-hungry sword bit into his enemy’s energy body with countless hungry tendrils of dark power. Tan, gritting his teeth from the pain, tried to rip the terrible artifact out of his flesh, but couldn’t. He lost control of his body. Lying on the cracked earth and looking at the remaining pieces of the golden steppe, he slowly felt his life leaving him. 
 
    “The War Technique has been defeated by the Peace Technique.” 
 
    Hadjar was lying next to him. The backs of their heads were touching. Tan couldn’t move because of the sword that was devouring him, and Hadjar simply didn’t have enough strength left to move. Even breathing was difficult for him. 
 
    “Was that the Regent Mother’s plan?” Hadjar saw the aftermath of their battle: both armies were completely defenseless, naked in the face of any threat, even one as ordinary as gunpowder. They were like newborn chicks in a nest without their mother there to watch over them. 
 
    “It was a good fight... We’ll be remembered…” Tan exhaled and stilled. 
 
    That was his last breath. The Blue Blade finished its feast. Instead of a mighty man in scarlet and golden armor, a shriveled mummy now lay next to him. 
 
    Hadjar was waiting for Morgan’s move. The Regent Mother’s plan had succeeded — she’d stripped both armies of their defenses, and now she could end this war, and do what Tan had failed to do. But, of course, Morgan had already made his move… 
 
    Hadjar, like many others, sensed the vibrations in the World River. How could she obliterate both armies if she didn’t have a Technique like the one that the Scarlet Swordsman had used? By using the World River, which permeated all things. But how would she attack something ephemeral and illusory? With an artifact. How much energy would this require? More than any mortal could ever dream of. Where could she get so much energy? From a lot of other artifacts. And from her own soul… The Garden of Satyrs. The little Emperor’s reception. 
 
    The mighty Regent Mother, who was equally as powerful as Morgan… She hadn’t been able to raise a boy who had the soul and heart of a great warrior, and instead, she’d made him unable to talk or eat proper food. Or perhaps she could have, but had chosen not to? Because that would make it easier for her to make a terrible sacrifice. This had all been a trap from the start… 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t scream, couldn’t even move a finger. He was just lying there, slowly realizing what was happening. A battle between great swordsmen was very different from a regular battle. Just like a war between Empires was very different from the squabbles of mere Kingdoms… It was just a game. The one who was more cunning would always win. Morgan had made his move. The best move he could make in this situation. He’d done nothing. 
 
    “NO!” Overcoming what many would’ve called death’s grip, Hadjar reached out to the ships hovering in the sky above. His soldiers were there. The Moon Stream Army. He couldn’t keep them safe, protect them from the fire that had engulfed the entire steppe, devouring millions. The World River itself was burning. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1125 
 
      
 
   W hen everyone realized what was happening, they tried to escape. They ran, shouted, even tried to use their best Techniques, but couldn’t. They weren’t the ones burning. It wasn’t the earth or the heavens that were burning. The World River, the very essence of everything, was burning. 
 
    Aboard one of the skyships, where the Moon Stream Army was, everything was also ablaze. The former peasants who had fought for their country and had sacrificed so much were being destroyed by the fire. Tom stared at them as they writhed in agony while being burned alive. They’d won hundreds of battles for the crown, and were now dying because of this stupid fire. 
 
    “Over... my... dead body!” 
 
    “Senior officer! Tom…” 
 
    Ognesh looked at the man he despised, the man he considered a worthless drunk. Tom, with a handful of pills in his mouth, suddenly spread his arms out. While the World River was burning, he closed his eyes and directed an energy strike at his own Core. 
 
    “Tom!” 
 
    “Shut up, peasant!” Tom winked and disappeared in a flash of white light. “Name your son after me.” 
 
    The light covered the ship like a sphere, cutting it off from the World River. That was enough to put out the fire, and when the light went away, the fire didn’t show up again. Tom didn’t show up again, either. All that remained of him was his smoldering, empty armor and an empty bottle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing at the window of the highest tower in the Palace of the Predatory Blades clan, Anise wiped a tear from her cheek. In the garden where they’d played as children, a branch had broken off from a cherry tree. Once upon a time, a small, arrogant boy, who’d thought that he would one day become the ruler of the whole world, had carved his name on it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The momentary shock passed. More and more cultivators found a way to get rid of the flames, and then they disappeared altogether. The world, which had been on the verge of total destruction, became calm as quickly as it had turned into an inferno of chaos. In the few moments that it had been ablaze, the souls of hundreds of millions had gone to their forefathers. The ships were falling from the sky. Even ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ was charred and just a shadow of its former greatness. It had only remained intact thanks to the ten surviving great heroes. An old wooden cane blossomed into a beautiful apple tree. It had saved the great heroes from certain death. But it hadn’t saved its wielder. 
 
    “What... have you... done?” 
 
    A familiar shadow hung over Hadjar in the calm that followed the terrible destruction. It was Morgan. As expected, there wasn’t a single burn or other mark on him. 
 
    “To defeat an opponent who is stronger than you, Hadjar, you must offer a sacrifice. A sacrifice so juicy that it’ll tempt the enemy into acting rashly. Anyone can be tempted.” Morgan crossed his arms over his chest and looked eastward. “We all want something, and it blinds us. The Regent Mother was blinded by her desire to destroy everything around her in retaliation for her husband’s death. The five Empires were jealous of Lascan and Darnassus, and they waited for the war to weaken us. And so did…” 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “Warriors of Lascan and Darnassus!” Morgan’s voice boomed across the steppes. “Look around you! This is what our war has led to! Millions have died because of the Regent Mother! Blinded by revenge and hatred, she almost destroyed both of our Empires!” 
 
    The people were all silent. They listened to these words and couldn’t understand what the only surviving ruler, the clear winner of this war, was trying to achieve with them. 
 
    The golems had been destroyed in the fire. Like any other constructs, they’d been too connected to the World River. The Regent Mother hadn’t just wanted to destroy both armies, she’d also wanted to take what was considered the pride of Lascan with her to the grave, to ensure that no one could ever rediscover the secret behind their creation. Morgan and his great heroes could easily capture Lascer as things stood now. 
 
    “We’ve been fighting for seven centuries! We Lascanians and Darnassians have spilled each other’s blood for years! And for what? Because of the seeds of hatred that our fathers and mothers, our ancestors, planted? My father, my wives, and my child have died in this war! Your Emperor, your Empress, and their son have died in this war! And for what? For what, I ask you?” 
 
    The steppes were still silent. It was hard to tell the Lascanians and the Darnassians apart now. After the chaos, the two armies had mixed into one. 
 
    “What will happen tomorrow? Five other Empires will come for us. They will come for our very souls! The war has weakened us! We’ve lost our best and brightest! We’re weaker than ever! But we’re only weak alone! Together... together, we’ll be stronger than ever! Lascan, Darnassus... Forget about that! Once upon a time, before Erhard died, the Last King created a country in which there was no hatred! Where people saw others as their brothers and sisters, and not enemies on the other side of the border! Today, we’ve seen what our endless hatred will lead to! So, we should restore what we’ve lost instead! What was taken from us! Like Erhard once did, I, Morgan the Fearless, will form a new country and unite the seven Empires so that this war will be the last!” 
 
    There was silence once again, and then… 
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” 
 
    “We won’t go to war with the other Empires!” 
 
    “This grand unification of yours will only lead to more wars!” 
 
    “What’s the point?” 
 
    “Are we going to fight so that the aristocrats can get richer and we can get even poorer?” 
 
    “This overly optimistic world of yours can only exist in fairytales!” 
 
    “We won’t-” 
 
    “I understand your confusion, brothers and sisters!” Morgan’s voice boomed again. “You ask me what you should fight for? The better question is for whom you should fight! I’ll tell you — for the sake of your children, for the sake of your parents. For the sake of your ancestors and descendants. For the sake of all those who grew up and died as slaves. For those who’ll grow up and will still die as slaves!” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    “I’m talking about our true enemy! Our only enemy! Those who’ve enslaved us, who are still taking advantage of our weakness! Who betrayed us! Who stabbed our first great hero, Erhard, in the back.” Morgan bent over and coughed up blood. “I, Morgan the Fearless, declare war on the Ruby Palace! I declare war on the Dragon Lands! On all the beasts and monsters that have enslaved humanity!” 
 
    Almost everyone laughed at this. 
 
    “The Regent Mother fried his brain!” 
 
    “I’m not a kid who believes in made-up stuff like that.” 
 
    “The dragons that enslaved us? I’ve never heard anything so stupid in my life.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Morgan. He could still hear him saying, ‘It isn’t only soldiers who take oaths.’ It was true. Morgan had given oaths as well. To the Ruby Palace… Hadjar knew that the great heroes had also sworn oaths. But… How had Morgan managed to say all of this and only get away with serious internal injuries, but not the death of an oathbreaker? 
 
    “I’ll prove it to you, brothers and sisters!” Morgan roared. He tore off his Emperor’s robes, revealing the robes of a Moonlight Sect novice. “Today, the White Dragon Region, where people once lived in peace with the dragons, will finally see the truth!” 
 
    A few blurry figures moved away from the army and flew into the sky, but it was already too late. Morgan brought his hands together, and the world transformed once again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1126 
 
      
 
   T he dawn, which was just gaining momentum, painted the sky amber and gold. White clouds floated across the endless sky. There were strange red lightning bolts among them, clutching four figures that had escaped from the army ranks. They first held them in a tight embrace, and then dragged them into the center of the steppe, like criminals before an executioner. They placed them on their knees in front of Morgan, like common criminals. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Asked a girl with strawberry blonde hair. 
 
    “Impossible... you swore an oath to our Empire.” 
 
    “You’re vile traitors,” Morgan whispered. “I don’t know where your souls will end up, but I know that the darkest corners of the abyss await those who stab their friends in the back.” 
 
    “You sack of meat and bones! Puny two-legged creature, how dare you?” 
 
    Morgan swayed. He was getting weaker by the second, but he still managed to keep the dragons from freeing themselves from his lightning bonds. 
 
    “If you thought that some pathetic oaths could stop me, you were wrong! I’ll never forgive you! Not in a million eons! What the Ruby Palace did to our homeland will never be forgotten! It pitted us against each other for all these years! Unforgivable! Today, I’ll put an end to it all!” 
 
    “No one will believe you, you pathetic creature!” 
 
    “You were pitted against each other? You dirty little humans are prepared to kill each other over a couple of coins!” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Morgan admitted. “But it’s better to fight for honor and glory on our own terms than because of your instigation!” 
 
    Without letting the monsters say another word, he made a few movements with his hands and brought his palms together. Damn it… All these years, Hadjar had been convinced that Morgan was a swordsman who, since he’d once been a member of the Moonlight Sect, despised all weapons and fought only with his bare hands. 
 
    When the lightning flashed, the onlookers froze, startled by what they saw. Four Lords of the Heavens were flying up toward the sky. The huge dragons blocked out the clouds and the sun with their wings. 
 
    “Dragons…” 
 
    “They’re actual dragons!” 
 
    “By the gods and demons! The legends are true!” 
 
    “Was Emperor Morgan telling the truth?” 
 
    “Did the Regent Mother and the young Emperor die because of them?” 
 
    “Princess Akena! The Empress! These lizards are responsible for all their deaths!” 
 
    In less than ten seconds, the two armies that had been ready to destroy each other minutes ago now stood side by side. They sank their shields into the ground. Supporting each other, wounded and burned, almost breathless with fatigue, they struck them with their weapons. The roar of the metal drowned out the combined roars of the four dragons. 
 
    “We’ll destroy you, you vile bipeds!” One of them thundered. “We’ll destroy anyone who-” 
 
    “Not today!” Morgan dug his hands into the ground. 
 
    The power that passed beneath Hadjar’s body then dwarfed what he’d sensed from the Scarlet Swordsman. Crimson lightning bolts, which ripped through the earth’s surface, went on to strike the sky. They spun, forming a huge tornado. Hadjar sensed a lot of True Kingdoms in this Technique, but what was even more frightening was that Morgan controlled true Words. Three True Words, to be exact: Lightning, Wind, and Fire. It made sense. After all, If Tarisfal could’ve hidden his true power for so long, Morgan could have as well.… 
 
    The might of the fiery tornado of crimson lightning pulled the four dragons inside of it. The whirlwind broke their wings, the fire burned their bodies, and the lightning bolts shattered their energy Cores. In just a few moments, the four Lords of the Heavens, each more powerful than a great hero, disappeared completely, not leaving a single trace behind. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Emperor Morgan... He’s stronger than the Scarlet Swordsman!” 
 
    “He’s stronger than anyone in the seven Empires!” 
 
    “He might be as strong as Erhard was!” 
 
    “Maybe… he really will be able to unite our Empires!” 
 
    “And then we’ll overthrow the Ruby Palace!” 
 
    “Emperor Morgan!” 
 
    “My Emperor!” 
 
    In just a few heartbeats, Morgan the Fearless became a symbol of strength for humans, an example of what they could achieve on their path of cultivation. He’d singlehandedly, in a single move, destroyed four monsters that had come from ancient legends. 
 
    Hadjar was the only one who could see how pale and weak the Emperor truly was right now. Blood trickled down his face and hands. He could no longer see and was swaying with exhaustion, but he continued to stand. Morgan’s heart kept beating erratically. Hadjar had no idea how the Emperor had overcome the shackles of the blood oath, but apparently, it had come at such a high price that there was no turning back. How could a dead man walking, someone with only a few minutes left to live, talk about a rebellion against the Ruby Palace? 
 
    Someone clapped. No… It was absolutely impossible, unthinkable. 
 
    “You’ve always surprised me, Morgan. I must admit, it was a pleasure working with you.” 
 
    “General, what are you-” 
 
    “Shut up!” A roar, one that was far more terrifying and powerful than the four that came before it, burst out and actually silenced everyone on the steppes. 
 
    Dekoy Schuver massaged the bridge of his nose, looking tired as he stood in front of Morgan. 
 
    “All you had to do was win this war with dignity, loot Lascer and Lascan, and then butt heads with the other five Empires. What now? You can’t take back what you’ve just said. We had a good life, Morgan. The humans thought they were free, and we quietly took a fee from the lands. It was a time of peace. And now you’ve created a time of war. Now there will be despotism. Uprisings will become an inevitability, and suppressing them in the most brutal ways will become the norm.” 
 
    “There can be no peace between a slave and a master,” Morgan spat. 
 
    “You’re right about that, slave,” Dekoy smiled. “Tell me, how did you avoid the death of an oathbreaker? Wait... don’t tell me… Does this have something to do with that succubus halfbreed you gave me? I had a lot of fun with Letitia, but I don’t think she’ll get to tell anyone about it anytime soon.” The General of the Secret Office... the dragon assigned to watch over the Emperor, laughed. Then, he became serious. “Succubi… There are no demons who are more well-versed in blood magic than them.” Dekoy stepped closer to Morgan, who was barely able to keep standing. He sniffed the Emperor, then recoiled. “What a stench, Morgan! Thank you for hiding it before… Drinking a potion made from your own son’s blood! You’re crazy! Does Tetius even know? No, of course he doesn’t.” 
 
    “Disgusting lizard!” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” An invisible slap left a red mark on Morgan’s cheek. A few teeth flew out of his mouth and fell to the ground. “I’m surprised that you were able to figure out I was a dragon, even though I hid it as carefully as possible, but... Just look at what it all led to.” 
 
    Dekoy Schuver was gone. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1127 
 
      
 
   C hin’Ameh and Hadjar were watching Raven’s Wing and Tom playing some game where the loser would end up taking shots. The sectarian was very skillful, and he hadn’t lost yet. Admittedly, Tom was better off that way: he was drinking and having fun as a result. 
 
    “I don’t think this young man understands that alcohol only fuels the pain in his soul,” Chin’Ameh sighed, leaning on his cane. “The demons he’s running from... there’s no hiding from them. You can’t abandon your family, your blood, your name… It’s like running from death in a locked room. If you’re fast, you can delay the moment it eventually grabs you, but alcohol just slows you down.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the dragon wizard. 
 
    “Do you know about the rite of leaving one’s family?” 
 
    “I do,” Chin’Ameh nodded. “Once upon a time, the dragon who betrayed Erhard had to create this ritual in order to trick the blood oath they’d sworn to each other. The foolish Last King… He’d wanted to create a country where there would be no wars. But he only sowed the seeds of new strife. It doesn’t matter whether it’s in the seven Empires or in the Dragon Lands — there isn’t a single day that goes by without bloodshed.” 
 
    “Then why are you asking me to overthrow the current Dragon Emperor?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh smiled, “Every war starts for the sake of one thing, Hadjar, for a better tomorrow. Richer, warmer, or more peaceful. That’s what I’m suggesting. If the current Emperor is overthrown, then I’m sure the Dragon Lands and the seven Empires will return to a peaceful coexistence, and cease to be what they are now.” 
 
    Hadjar continued to watch Raven’s Wing and Tom. 
 
    “How are the other regions run?” 
 
    “In various ways,” the old dragon shrugged. “Some have outright, direct tyranny. In others, like ours, there is a shadow behind the throne.” 
 
    “Is there any shadow behind Morgan?” 
 
    “Not quite… There’s one near him,” Chin’Ameh replied evasively. “To ensure that the Emperor doesn’t cross any lines… As for your question, there’s a common practice in most regions. For example, if one of the seven Empires reached the heights the great heroes once did, they would no longer be restricted, and would gladly be accepted into the Dragon Lands, or another sect, country, clan… Whichever. The best would get an opportunity to advance even further, and the rest would find a goal and have an incentive to keep moving forward.” 
 
    “That sounds too good to be true.” 
 
    “You’re right, young Hadjar. It does sound too good. It doesn’t save us from wars and strife. But at least humans and intelligent animals have the freedom to fight for what they consider important: fame, power, resources, and partners. They aren’t pitted against each other, they alone decide when to fight.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to decline once again, honorable Chin’Ameh.” 
 
    “Well... we’ll just circle back to this conversation later.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A huge mountain grew right out of the ground in the middle of the steppe. It was as large as the Dah’Khasses’ mountains. And atop it sat a creature that was even bigger than the mountain itself — a dragon of the multi-headed tribe. Hadjar had heard about this tribe from Traves. They could change their appearance more aptly with each head they gained. The more heads they had, the more power they possessed. Dekoy Schuver, or whatever his real name was, had five heads. This placed him at the fourth level of the Spirit Stage, which was equivalent to the initial stage of the human Heaven Emperor level. 
 
    The pressure that radiated from this creature was beyond anything that could be imagined or described. It made everyone who was currently in the steppes, the landscape of which had changed so suddenly, bow down. Even the great heroes fell to one knee. It was an all-encompassing, horrifyingly potent power. 
 
    “Behold, humans, the true power of the Lords of the Heavens!” The dragon, who had until recently been a loyal ally of Darnassus, roared. “From this day onwards, the tribute that you didn’t even notice before will be collected with no secrecy! No Emperor will ever make a single move without our permission ever again! We have allowed you to live with the illusion of freedom for too long! It’s time you found out what your reality is! You can blame one person for that — Morgan the Fearless! No, Morgan the Stupid!” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the Emperor, who was barely clinging to life. Morgan the Fearless… That was a lie. Morgan had never been fearless. This man must’ve lived in fear his entire life. He must’ve been afraid of what he’d learned in the Moonlight Sect’s archives… All his life, he’d been fighting against this fear, trying to escape its clutches. He’d even sacrificed the two women he’d loved, his daughter, and his only friend out of terror. The people who had been his family for a long time had fallen prey to his fear. 
 
    But was he stupid? No, Morgan could never be called that. He was a man who knew that the greatest power could be found in his mind and dedication, not any mere weapon. He was ready to make the last move, which would knock the main piece off the board — a simple pawn that had become a king. 
 
    A nondescript spear appeared in Morgan’s hands. He could probably throw it at the Ruby Palace... if the legends were true. But, as is often the case, the story had been greatly embellished. 
 
    “We’re all just footprints in the sand, Hadjar,” Morgan said. 
 
    That phrase... had never been Akena’s. She’d heard it from him, and at the end of her life, she had finally been able to understand it. 
 
    “But our footprints…” Morgan smiled. His eyes, despite his impending demise, were filled with relief. His plan, which had taken him more than a thousand years to execute, and which had required him to sacrifice everything, had finally succeeded, “Lead somewhere!” 
 
    The spear flew through the air. Morgan fell to the ground. His heart stopped beating. He’d given up the most precious thing he had… His son’s life. 
 
    “Father!” The miraculously unharmed Prince cried out. 
 
    Morgan had managed to deceive everyone. Even fate itself. Even the oldest of spells. Thanks to blood magic and the demonic potion he’d drunk for so long, the spear had mistaken Morgan for his own son. 
 
    A column of golden light pierced the chest of the massive five-headed dragon. For a moment, it took on the shape of a spear, and then the Lord of the Heavens, writhing and roaring in pain, began to turn to stone, hitting the mountain he had created in his desperate attempt to cling to life. Then he froze forever atop the mountain range that would become known as the Dragon Ridge in the future. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grazing the new stalks with his hands, Morgan walked through a field of wheat. Embracing the one who’d given birth to his beloved daughter and his daughter whose emerald eyes glimmered brightly, he was going to go meet someone whom he could call... 
 
    “Hello, brother.” 
 
    “You kept me waiting, you fucking schemer!” A tall, broad-shouldered man whose bare torso was covered in tattoos smiled at him. His mane of black hair and animal fang necklace shook as he laughed. “Come on, buddy! You have no idea how delicious the wine and meat here are!” 
 
    Tarisfal almost skipped off toward the house on the hill, and Morgan stopped for a moment to take in the dawn. For the first time in thousands of years, it truly was a new dawn. One that promised to bring something different, something new with it. Morgan smiled happily. He finally had no more worries. He hugged his beloved tighter and followed his friend. 
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 Chapter 1128 
 
      
 
   “U ncle Hadjar, Uncle Hadjar!” Little Shakur jumped into Hadjar’s arms, who then lifted him high above his head and spun him around. 
 
    Dora was resting in a nearby gazebo and discussing something with Annette. Einen was busy building a sandcastle for his son on the edge of the pond. 
 
    “Let’s lay siege to it,” Hadjar suggested, squinting at Einen’s handiwork. 
 
    “Hmm,” the chubby boy paused, putting a finger to his chin thoughtfully. “Good idea, Uncle Hadjar! Why are you so smart?” 
 
    “I used to eat a lot of fish when I was a kid!” 
 
    “Eww,” Shakur grimaced. “Fish! I hate fish!” 
 
    “Don’t tell your father that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, it’ll worry him greatly, he loves it.” 
 
    “Even more than mom?” The boy was startled. 
 
    Hadjar pretended to think about it, “No, he still loves your mother more... probably.” Dora shot him a glare. “It’s just that he grew up on the Islands. Over there, the Goddess Great Herring is the next most important deity, right after the Great Turtle.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep! Do you know what her totem looks like?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s a barrel! A huge one,” Hadjar showed how big the barrel was with his hands, “and there’s a pile of stone herrings in it.” 
 
    “Stone? How do they eat them?” 
 
    “They don’t eat them. They pray to them.” 
 
    “Pray? To stone herrings?” 
 
    The twig that was supposed to become the flagpole snapped in Einen’s hand. Hadjar was having too much fun. The uncle and nephew continued chatting. 
 
    “My boy, maybe your father even hid one in the castle.” 
 
    Shakur turned to the sandcastle. 
 
    “We’re going to attack it, uncle!” He shook his fist. “I need to try a stone herring!” 
 
    “Great!” Hadjar agreed, playing along and maintaining a playful, belligerent tone. “But we’d better ambush it. Your father clearly isn’t expecting us.” 
 
    Einen’s eyes said ‘You’re a dead man!’ but he had to tolerate this indignity for the sake of the game. 
 
    Hiding in the bushes, Hadjar and Shakur were about to rush into battle when someone cleared their throat behind them. 
 
    “Oh, mom, hi! Weren’t you talking to Aunt Annette?” 
 
    “Go help your dad, honey.” 
 
    Shakur tossed away the two branches that he’d been using as horns (he’d wanted to disguise himself as a deer) and trudged dejectedly over to his father. 
 
    “You look great, Hadjar,” Annette chuckled as she passed by them. Hadjar, currently on all fours, was also holding two branches near his temples. 
 
    “Are you mad?” Dora hissed. “What’s this about stone herrings? What are you teaching my child?” 
 
    “To have an open mind,” Hadjar replied loftily. 
 
    Dora swore under her breath so that Shakur, who was obviously listening, wouldn’t hear her. “The Emperor is here to see you.” 
 
    Hadjar suddenly looked serious, “In the office?” 
 
    Dora nodded. 
 
    Hadjar silently walked over to the house that had once belonged to his Master. He climbed the stairs, running his fingers along the mahogany banister. He looked at the paintings and tapestries, enjoying the way his feet sank into the shag carpet. 
 
    Einen’s office was wide and spacious. The figure of a man clad in the imperial robes attracted a lot of attention. He was standing by the window and staring out at the richest avenue in Dahanatan. It was overcrowded at the moment. 
 
    “You weren’t at my coronation,” the Emperor said, sounding a little annoyed. 
 
    Hadjar leaned against a rack of scrolls and tablets. 
 
    “Isn’t that tomorrow? I’ve even got my clothes ready and-” 
 
    “You know very well, great swordsman, that it was seven months ago.” 
 
    “Seven months?” Hadjar gasped in surprise. “Time flies. So, now I should call you... my General, Tetius?” 
 
    The former Prince, and now Emperor of Darnassus, turned around. It had been two years since the battle at Dragon Ridge. Those two years had made it so that Tetius now looked a lot like his father. 
 
    “My General... so be it,” the Emperor nodded. 
 
    They said his coronation had been very grand. What else could you expect from the Ruby Palace? Any mention of the Dragon Lands was punished with execution. The seven Empires had been blamed for all the anomalies. All rumors were suppressed. Any written mention was destroyed. What had happened in the Lascanian steppes was nothing more than the consequences of a battle between two armies. The Dragon Ridge was merely its bizarre result, around which all sorts of troublemakers had raised too much of a fuss. 
 
    “For how long have they forbidden any wars?” 
 
    “Fifty years,” Tetius said. “For half a century, no Empire can openly or secretly oppose another.” 
 
    “Wow! How generous of them…” 
 
    They fell silent, looking into each other’s eyes. 
 
    Somewhere out there, hidden away in the darkness, so that no one could hear them, people were singing about Morgan the Fearless, who’d gone against the Ruby Palace, and about the Scarlet Swordsman, who’d fought for his homeland. A word, once thrown to the wind, couldn’t be taken back… 
 
    “Go north, great swordsman.” Tetius pulled a scroll from his robes and laid it out on the table. “My father left some secret manuscripts and-“ 
 
    “You’ll have to find another executor, my General.” 
 
    Tetius shuddered and turned to Hadjar. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said.” Hadjar moved away from the rack and went over to the window. “I could say that my movements would raise too many questions from the Ruby Palace, but... that would be a lie. I could say that I want to spend more time here with my friend and his family, but... that would also be a lie.” 
 
    “What’s the truth, then?” 
 
    “The truth...” Hadjar repeated. He smiled and took his medallion off his neck. It was heavy. 
 
    “This is the second time in my life I’ve taken off a General’s medallion, Tetius. It’s funny… Fairytales say that in order to beat fate, you need to either say something three times, or do it three times. Whether or not this means that I’ll become a General for a third time, I don’t know. But I do know that tomorrow, the seven Empires will learn that the Mad General, the great swordsman Darkhan, is dead. He died of wounds he received two years ago.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “You can never come back here again, Hadjar. And when I say ‘here,’ I mean all of Darnassus. Including Lidus.” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to the window, “Maybe... or maybe not. After all, my footprints lead somewhere, too.” 
 
    “Don’t lose your way, great swordsman, and... goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye, my General.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar stood at the main gates. The location offered him a stunning view of the sky port and ‘The Holy Sky’ School. 
 
    “It seems like only yesterday that we came here in search of power, my friend,” Hadjar said. 
 
    “It does.” Beside him, Einen observed the world with his strange eyes. 
 
    They stared at the capital of their homeland in silence. It was a pity that it had taken them far too long to realize that this was their homeland after all. It was ugly in some places. Unsightly. Even cruel. But it was still their homeland. 
 
    Then they hugged each other tightly. They moved back slightly and squeezed each other’s forearms. 
 
    “Live freely, Einen Kesalia, my brother.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare die, Hadjar Darkhan, my brother.” 
 
    Einen watched the Quetzal bird disappear into the sky. 
 
    “We’ll meet again,” the islander whispered. “Not anytime soon, but we will…” 
 
    After that, he went back home, where his son, wife, and peace were waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar stood on a high hill and looked out over the vast expanse of Darnassus. He’d fought here. He’d suffered here. He’d been happy here, and sad as well. He had known the bitterness of separation and the joy of reconnecting here. He’d shed his own and others’ blood here. This was his home. His homeland. He knelt down and bowed low, his forehead touching the ground. 
 
    After that, he sharply struck several of his vital points with his thumbs. A brief flash of pain followed, and then there was only silence and darkness. 
 
    Hadjar raised his hands in front of him. They seemed so heavy. 
 
    “I had forgotten what it’s like… Analysis.” 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed… 
 
    The host’s self-inflicted injuries are incompatible with continued existence. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name: 
  
       	  Hadjar Darkhan 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level of cultivation: 
  
       	  Formation (Seed stage) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength: 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity: 
  
       	  2.3 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physique: 
  
       	  2.05 
  
      
 
       
       	  Energy points: 
  
       	  3.8 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Time left until the complete shutdown of all life systems occurs: 124 years, 8 months, 12 days, 22 hours, and 45 minutes 16... 15... 14... seconds.] 
 
      
 
    A bit under 125 years... that was how much time Hadjar had to create his own style. 
 
    “Thank you, Master Orune.” 
 
    Hadjar bowed once more to his homeland. This was the only way he could grow stronger and achieve his goal of finding a way to reach the Seventh Heaven. The great Emperor had shown him that it was possible, that everything was possible… 
 
    After bowing one final time, he raised his hand to his face and closed his eyes, calling to the Wind. It responded as quickly as ever. Hadjar heard its Name in every sound and rustle around him. After all, this was still his power. He gave it a message and waited. 
 
    That evening, as Hadjar was immersed in deep meditation, something soft poked him in the side. He opened his eyes and saw a huge mass of white fur interspersed with blue and black stripes. 
 
    “You’ve grown up.” Hadjar buried his face and hands in her fur. 
 
    Azrea purred and pressed her head against his back. Hadjar could feel the tight muscles, scars, and bubbling power underneath her fur. While he’d been fighting all those years, Azrea hadn’t been idle, either. 
 
    “Well, shall we go?’ He asked. “There’s a whole world waiting for us.” 
 
    Azrea crouched down. Hadjar climbed up onto her back and grabbed her fur. Turning into a flash of snow-white fire, the two of them disappeared. 
 
      
 
    75 years later… 
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 Note from the author  
 
    Hello folks!
Thank you very much for your time spent reading the series and giving it a chance in the first place! We hope you’ve had no regrets! 
 
    A whole team of editors, translators and artists is working to get this book as quickly as possible to you, and in the best state possible, as well. Every time a new book is published, it is both a reason for our team to celebrate and a reason for them to get nervous, wondering if this is when it all comes crashing down. 
 
    We have a favor to ask of you: please spend a couple more minutes to review ‘Dragon Heart’ on ‘Amazon’, or any of your other favorite book sites, like ‘Goodreads’ for example. 
 
    Many people don’t think about it, but every day, the world sees thousands of new books published. For the past two years, we have been trying to ‘survive’ in this competitive environment, despite the fact that we started way behind the ‘starting line’ itself, as translating and adapting a text originally written in another language puts us in a disadvantageous position. We’re fighting for every opportunity we can to climb a little higher in the rankings, so that more people can learn about us and our precious baby, the ‘Dragon Heart’ series. So, any help you can give us, from purchasing the books and reviewing them, all the way to recommending them to other readers, is something we treasure. 
 
    If you liked the story a lot, please subscribe to the Patreon. You can always ask any questions you may have and find out the latest news about the project over there. Plus, you get other perks… (Insert shameless enticement here) 
 
    Regardless of whether you decide to write a review, subscribe to the Patreon, and support our team in other ways or not, we’re grateful to you for your time and for giving these books a chance. 
 
    Your most loyal fans, 
 
    The Dragon Heart & Kirill Klevanski Team 
 
      
 
    BOOK 12 <<< give a review! 
 
     
 
    My Patreon (EXTRA CHAPTERS)  
 
    Amazon author’s page <<< to follow! 
 
    Facebook  
 
    Goodreads page <<< copypaste your Amazon review there! Thanks))  
 
   


  
 

  
 
    More good news! Now you can read more about the Mad General’s adventures. There are also side stories that delve deeper into the Nameless World to be found here. 
 
    ASH The Legends of the Nameless World 
 
    AVAILABLE in KINDLE UNLIMITED 
 
    [image: SvZ6KQbWUuY]   
 
    "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.
Even before Myristal went out, before the battle of the Heavens and the Earth broke out, before the Black General was imprisoned on the Mountain of Skulls, a wizard had wandered the endless expanses of the Nameless World in search of his past and his future. This is the legend of Ash, the Master of a Thousand Words, the Bloody General. What’s true and what is fiction is up to you to decide. But this is how his story was told to young children, so that they wouldn’t be afraid and have nightmares, back when the legends of the old world were still remembered. 
 
    [image: https://1.bp.blogspot.com/-GmLzEOjTVyA/XrN0jAm3UJI/AAAAAAAABgs/zmIITEx7bIgrYgNVkwsvayz_Du4ETQ2iwCLcBGAsYHQ/s1600/Read-Now-Button.png] 
 
   


  
 

 MERCH 
 
    For those who to collect mugs) >>> Merch  
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 The book 13 is opened for the PRE-ORDER 
 
     [image: C:\Users\acer\Desktop\Kirill Klevanski\lLeeWfN6Jto.jpg] 
 
      
 
    PRE-ORDER NOW! 
 
     
 
    Patreon (First free chapters of the 13th book will be here) 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 What to read next 
 
      
 
    Mike Ignatov: Wasteland (2 of 7 book) 
 
      
 
    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 (6 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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