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    His indestructible will cracked, his advance that no army could’ve stopped faltered, his sword, raised against the gods themselves, was brought low... Who was he? Where was he going?
The Ruby Mountains were right in front of him, and his path was clear, but his very soul had been plunged into utter darkness. Will Hadjar be able to find a way out? Will he be able to come back to the light? Or will the endless abyss devour him? His dragon heart was beating slower and slower...  
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 HELLO ALL!  
 
    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 almost 1600 chapters spanning 19 books.  
 
    15 books are translated into English and released.  
 
    To read from the beginning of the story (click the link):
Dragon Heart: Stone Will  
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 Chapter 1304 
 
      
 
    The first thing Hadjar saw when he opened his eyes was the sun hanging over the valley. Unlike the sun above a city, a mountain, or a forest, the sun above a valley had its own distinctive features. It resembled a huge, fiery orb as it hovered in an endless blue haze just behind distant, fluffy clouds, which sort of looked like mountains. Nothing obscured his gaze. The sun above a valley… Hadjar had always liked it. Maybe that was why the same beautiful sight could be found in his soul world. Or, rather, it used to be found there… 
 
    “Fuck!” He swore as he tried to sit up, grimacing at the sharp pain in his abdomen. It truly felt like someone had stabbed a red-hot dagger into it and had then twisted it as well for good measure. 
 
    “Calm down, stranger.” A cold, wet cloth was placed on his forehead. A few drops of water slid down onto his nose and eyes. “It’s too early for you to move around.” 
 
    Itia… Hadjar recognized her voice — high and slightly nasal, like the wind beckoning you to go further. It belonged to the sort of people who, once upon a time, had used their voice as a tool, but not for music or acting. He had already heard such voices before, when he’d lived in the brothel, playing the Ron’Jah for the audience’s enjoyment. They were the voices of the girls who no longer worked with clients, but still remembered how to earn some coin with them. 
 
    Itia fixed her copper-colored hair and put Hadjar back on the hastily-constructed bed — some furs atop a bunch of hay and a few rags serving as a sheet. It was passable. 
 
    “You don’t look surprised, stranger.” Abraham Shensie, the roguish leader of the smugglers, was sitting by the fire. Next to him, Gustaf and Guy were meditating. 
 
    They were surrounded by small saplings and were currently hidden on a huge cliffside. 
 
    “If I can open my eyes, that means someone already took care of my wounds…” It was difficult for him to speak. The words painfully got past his numb, rusty throat. But he had long ago gotten used to pain, and even saw a certain calm in it now. It proved that he was still alive, which was good. “And I don’t know anyone but you for miles around.” 
 
    Abraham was playing with his long, curved dagger. As he looked at it, Hadjar’s wound started aching again. 
 
    Hadjar had suspected since the massacre at the delegation that Tash’Magan had somehow been involved in what had happened. She’d been too calm and happy in some ways. Like a cat that had finally caught a mouse and was now playing with it. What was her motive? He’d thought he knew — getting revenge on the Imperial family for her fallen family members. But as it turned out, things were much more complicated. Hadjar couldn’t have possibly foreseen Tened’s involvement in the conspiracy against her father. He fucking hated schemes… 
 
    “You can still think…” Abraham twirled his dagger between his fingers, and then abruptly moved toward the bed. The sharp blade flashed and touched Hadjar’s throat. 
 
    “Abraham!” Itia exclaimed, but Guy put a hand on her shoulder. The half of his face that wasn’t covered by his mask showed a stern, sad look. 
 
    Gustaf had already nocked an arrow, keeping it aimed at Hadjar. Even if Hadjar had been perfectly fine, he would’ve had to try very hard to avoid both Abraham’s dagger and Gustaf’s arrow at the same time. 
 
    “Now, let’s talk, Hadjar,” Abraham said coolly as his eyes flashed. “I have a dagger in my hand. Behind me is Gustaf, who still blames you for the fact that he had to spend a fortune in arrows at the Port of the Dead. Neither of us is in the mood to hear another lie. So, choose your words carefully. Otherwise, they may be the last thing anyone will ever hear from you before you go to your forefathers.” 
 
    Well, that was brutally honest. Hadjar chuckled a little to himself. What would be the honorable thing to do here? When he’d been young and naive, he’d believed in honor. But with each new step he’d taken along the world’s paths, honor had clearly shown him that it was nothing more than an obsession for fools who believed in fairy tales. 
 
    Hadjar leaned back against his improvised pillow and looked up at the sky. Serene, blue, and so far away. The wind was whispering something in his ear, but he wasn’t listening to it. He hadn’t been listening to it for such a long time... 
 
    “Is your name Hadjar Darkhan?” Abraham asked. “Is that your real name?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Do you swear it on your parents’ graves?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    The fact that he’d been born Hadjar Duran didn’t matter now. Darkhan was his own name, one he’d earned himself. 
 
    “Well... At least that’s something,” Abraham snorted. Strangely, he put his dagger away. He spun it around on his wrist and drove it back into its scabbard. “Sorry... I never trust those who hide their name. You can expect anything from such people.” He looked at Hadjar’s stomach and grimaced, “Like them stabbing you in the back.” 
 
    Hadjar smiled wryly. The son of the famous thief knew his stuff. He’d put his dagger away, but the arrow was still aimed straight between his eyes. 
 
    “Her name isn’t Gevena Usense, is it?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer immediately. Despite everything that had happened, the wreath created by Chin’Ameh was still on his head. It wouldn’t allow him to share any information about the events that had occurred during the delegation. So, the realization that he could safely answer the question didn’t immediately dawn on him. 
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    Abraham nodded like something he’d suspected had just been confirmed. 
 
    “Then let me guess, Hadjar Darkhan.” He sat down on the ground and leaned his back against a tree. “The one we know as Gevena Usense is actually Princess Tened, the heiress of the Ruby Palace and the entire White Dragon region. And you are the Ruby Hero, who must accompany her to the Ruby Mountains and then bring her back. In other words, she’s a dragon, and you’re most likely a halfbreed.” 
 
    Judging by the stunned reactions of the rest of the group, Abraham hadn’t shared his suspicions with them. Unfortunately, Hadjar immediately realized that he couldn’t answer this question. 
 
    “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    Now Abraham grinned. 
 
    “You know, it’d be interesting if I asked the sky questions, and it answered me with its state. If there’s no thunderstorm, then it agrees with me. And if it shifts, it disagrees.” 
 
    Any oath could be circumvented… There was a loophole in every spell… Abraham wasn’t suggesting that Hadjar should try to bypass Chin’Ameh’s magic directly. He was just expressing an odd fantasy. “Gevena Usense is Princess Tened,” Abraham stated. 
 
    Hadjar remained still. Like the sky. 
 
    “Damn it all…” 
 
    “By all the demons of the abyss!” 
 
    “What have you gotten us into, stranger?” 
 
    “Quiet!” Abraham raised his voice a little, but it was enough. “The Princess of the Ruby Palace stabbed my friend in the stomach with a poisoned dagger.” 
 
    Hadjar remained motionless again. 
 
    Curses sounded. Abraham’s squad merely voiced what was already on Hadjar’s mind. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1305 
 
      
 
    Poisons weren’t an easy thing to deal with. It might seem like it would be enough to just put it on a dagger, but the chance that you would get poisoned while handling the weapon was unreasonably high. One accidental cut, one wrong move, and you would go to your forefathers instead of your intended victim. Moreover, the process of making poison was time-consuming and difficult. If you decided to buy it, you could easily pay for it with your life. 
 
    However, even all of these reasons weren’t what truly made poisons such a complicated matter. A poison could make it easier to kill one’s target, but if they survived, they would then probably find out who had poisoned them. 
 
    Of course, Hadjar didn’t have to investigate that part. He already knew who was responsible for everything that had happened. There were only a few things he needed to find out. Had Aesir’s injury been planned, or just an accident? The answer to that question was vital. Was Sin’Magan, the head of the delegation’s security forces and Tash and Aesir’s brother, somehow involved in this? Something told Hadjar that he wasn’t. In that case, what had happened to him? How did Tash and Tened plan to get out of this? Questions, questions, and yet more questions, with no answers. Fucking schemes… 
 
    “Are you still thinking about what you should do now?” 
 
    Abraham sat down next to Hadjar. He handed him a bowl full of a viscous, herbal substance. As it turned out, Guy was actually the best healer in the squad. It made sense that the scar-covered warrior knew the art of healing. 
 
    “Maybe,” Hadjar replied vaguely. He didn’t want to risk activating Chin’Ameh’s magic. 
 
    Maybe the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion had known about Tened and Tash’s plans? Maybe that was why he’d provided them with a wreath that had such unpleasant features? Or was Hadjar just being paranoid? 
 
    “How long does it take to get from the Giant Cliff to the Ruby Mountains?” Hadjar asked. He needed a distraction from his fruitless brainstorming, and occupying his mind with something basic that would have a solution would do the job well enough. 
 
    “If you ride a horse, it takes two days,” Abraham replied after a moment’s hesitation. “For dragons, probably a day.” 
 
    Hadjar raised his head toward the sky. The stars always looked different in the valleys. Only the night sky over the desert could compete with them in terms of clarity. It was like black velvet covered in multicolored glass. Cold and sharp. 
 
    A day and a half had passed since Hadjar had fallen from the cliff. So, if he went with the worst, but most realistic scenario, Tash and Tened had already been in the Ruby Mountains for twelve hours. That was a lot of time… They could destroy an entire empire in that time. 
 
    “Why do you need to know this, stranger?” Abraham asked suddenly. “I was once passing through the Ruby Palace...” 
 
    “Just passing through?” 
 
    “Well, you know.” He smiled and poked a piece of wood that had fallen out of the fire with his dagger, “They don’t really like the son of the man who stole from their treasury over there...” 
 
    Reasonable… 
 
    “Well,” Abraham cleared his throat and looked into the flame. “The Princess has clearly demonstrated her opinion of you. Honestly, I don’t know if you’re in love with her or something else, but I’m telling you that if you go after her…” He shook his head. “Dragons, my friend, are just as scummy as phoenixes. In general, all animals that rule over humans are bastards.” 
 
    Hadjar kept quiet. 
 
    “Animals are animals, humans are humans, dwarves are dwarves,” Abraham said. “That’s what my late father used to say, may all the demons of the abyss tear him apart. He was right about one thing — there can be no peace where humans are ruled by beasts. It doesn’t matter what kind of skin the animals wear.” 
 
    They were both silent for a while. Hadjar didn’t know what Abraham was thinking about. He was tuning into Chin’Ameh’s magic, trying to understand what he could and couldn’t say. 
 
    “The lives of my wife and son depend on this delegation,” he finally said. 
 
    Abraham spluttered and turned to him. He looked at Hadjar in a different way. 
 
    “You don’t strike me as a family man.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer. Abraham was right in a way. 
 
    Hadjar had had a family. A brief moment of happiness and peace. But that moment had been taken away from him and sealed in the coffin of ice, upon which a timer had been placed, one that was running out faster than Hadjar could catch up with it. If he didn’t make it in time, Arkemeya and their child would die. If Tened didn’t return to the Ruby Palace with Hadjar, as required by his oath, Hadjar would die, and Arkemeya would die with him. If Tened got hurt, Hadjar would die, and… There were so many ifs... 
 
    Leaning heavily on his sword, Hadjar managed to get to his feet. 
 
    “Hey, stranger, take it easy!” Guy called out to him. “You aren’t strong enough to walk yet-” 
 
    “I don’t have time,” Hadjar interrupted him. His bright, blue eyes shone with steely resolve. They shone in a way they hadn’t shone for a very long time. “I have to go.” 
 
    He took a step, then another, and then, for some reason, the earth and sky switched places. Something heavy struck his temple. Hadjar realized that it was a rock he had landed on after tripping over a hummock. Poisons really weren’t an easy thing to deal with… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1306 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Dark, granite-hued clouds covered the sky over Hadjar’s head. They unleashed dark, torrential rain on the endless valley. Tall grass, swaying in the gusts of wind, looked like a raging emerald sea. 
 
    “You have no idea how right your question is, my disciple.” 
 
    “I’m not your disciple, Enemy!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    The Black General sat on the only hill that stood out in the middle of the endless valley. Hadjar remembered him as a young warrior in shining armor made of solid darkness. And now he was an old man hiding from the world in the shadows of his cloak. Hadjar had never questioned why such a metamorphosis had occurred. It had started in the Wastelands of Dahanatan, when the fragment of the Black General’s soul inside him had been absorbed by another, similar fragment, preserving his Inheritance in the process, which was now somewhere inside Hadjar’s soul and was like a ticking time bomb or a slow poison. A poison similar to the elven one, thanks to which the Black General couldn’t absorb Hadjar’s consciousness, a fact that was obvious thanks to the chains binding his unwanted guest. 
 
    “Maybe you aren’t,” the Black General didn’t argue with him. 
 
    When you looked at this old man hiding from the rain in his torn cloak, his hair white and hands skeletal, you could almost forget that the Black General had once tried to destroy the entire Nameless World and all the living and nonliving things that inhabited it. Most frightening of all, he’d almost succeeded, too. 
 
    Muttering something under his breath, Hadjar turned around and tried to return to the physical world, but failed. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “I think you’ll do yourself less harm if you stay here for a while,” a cold, detached voice said behind him. “Let Guy do his job.” 
 
    “How do you-” 
 
    “Don’t forget, little warrior, that I see with your eyes and hear with your ears,” the Black General reminded him. “Everything that happens in your life, everything that happens in your mind, all of it is known to me.” 
 
    Hadjar swore. “You can’t keep me here. This is my world. My soul. I’m the end all and be all here.” 
 
    Gathering his will into a single stream, he directed it under his feet to find a way back to reality. As he’d thought it would, the veil that blocked his path gave way, buckled, and cracked. 
 
    “Don’t you have any questions, Hadjar? Don’t you want to know a little more about the Laws? After all, they are the key to becoming a god and ascending to the Seventh Heaven.” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to the Black General. He had to remember that this creature was the Enemy of all things. 
 
    “What do you get out of this?” He asked. 
 
    A white strand of long hair fluttered in the wind, swaying in rhythm with the branches of the low tree where the Quetzal bird slept. 
 
    “The stronger you become, little warrior, the stronger the vessel that I take is in the end.” 
 
    “Are you still dreaming of destroying the Nameless World?” 
 
    The Black General didn’t answer him immediately. 
 
    “Dreams are the pastime of the weak. The strong outline the path along which they’ll get to their goal instead. Nothing will stand in my way, Hadjar. Not you, not the Jasper Emperor, not fate, nor anything else. I’ll push through it all and I’ll face the consequences of my choice.” 
 
    “Then I have some bad news for you, Enemy. Your journey has been over for a long time now. What is currently talking to me is only a fragment. Most of you is forever locked up in the Mountain of Skulls.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the first Darkhan agreed. “There are obstacles along the way sometimes, little warrior. They may even seem insurmountable. Seem. However, a person has to find the strength in themselves not to stop, not to bow their head, but to go further, to bypass them or break through them. Strength, intelligence, and honor are the three pillars upon which one’s path rests.” 
 
    “Honor…” Hadjar spat at his feet. “I’m already fed up with honor. None of those whom I fought on my path had honor. It wasn’t honor that put the dagger in Tened’s hands. It wasn’t honor that forced Azrea to bend to the Seventh Heaven, making it so my wife-” 
 
    “Obstacles, little warrior,” the Black General interrupted firmly. “Everyone runs into them. Their own obstacles. But it doesn’t matter how tall or deep they are. What matters is whether you give up or keep going. I’m ready to go down my own path to the end... How about you? Are you ready to face your own path and not lose yourself along the way?” 
 
    Hadjar swore again, directed his will under his feet once more and, with a flash of lightning, disappeared from his inner world. 
 
    The Black General was left alone in the middle of the endless valley, under the cloud-covered sky, getting soaked in the black rain, where every drop was the pain and fear that tormented Hadjar’s soul. 
 
    A thin, exhausted arm appeared from underneath his torn cloak, looking as if it belonged to a skeleton covered with translucent skin. The lone tree on the hill shook, and then a majestic, huge bird flew out of it. It landed on his fragile wrist. 
 
    “Do you think our words will reach him?” The Black General spoke into the void. 
 
    The Quetzal bird cried out shrilly and flapped its wings furiously. 
 
    “I know, my feathered enemy. I know... But in that case, you and I have the same goal. Now fly. The gap has grown large enough for you to pass through it. Find him. He needs him now more than ever… But hurry. Who knows how long the gap will remain open…” 
 
    The bird cried out and flapped its wings again. It rose high, flying toward the pitch-black sky, heading for a single, small, blue crack on its black surface. 
 
    “Be patient a little longer, my glorious descendant,” the Black General whispered into the darkness, “Soon, the pain will go away…” 
 
    The links of the chains binding the Enemy were getting thinner and thinner… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1307 
 
      
 
    Dawn in valleys... The sky was drowning in the gold of the dawn light, which was trying to devour the retreating troops of the night. In the middle, a river of blood sprawled, evidence of a battle between two armies. This description probably wasn’t the best. It wouldn’t win the heart of a maiden and wouldn’t gain a poet any fame. But Hadjar didn’t seek the favor of maidens, and he wasn’t a poet, either. He didn’t know who he really was. Recently, he found himself alone more often than not, in the middle of an endless life path that had no obvious directions. He didn’t know where to go. 
 
    Leaning on a staff carved by Itia, Hadjar held the Scarlet Blade in his hand. It had a black blade, along which clouds curled like red threads, and through them, the Quetzal bird made its way, represented as a single blue spot. He tried to swing his sword, but his wound flared up and, once again, he tripped and fell to the ground. 
 
    Plunging his sword into the ground, he once again barely managed to get up. But why? Even if he could handle it, even if he could kill Derger and remove Arkemeya’s curse, he wouldn’t be able to hug his son and… 
 
    “None of this matters,” Hadjar muttered. “If he lives, it doesn’t matter. Nothing else matters-” 
 
    “Are you ready to keep going, stranger? How are you? Do you still want to go farther?” Abraham called out. 
 
    Instead of answering him, Hadjar dusted himself off, as far as his wound would allow anyway, got up from the ground, and went down the slope toward a small path. As he sheathed his blade, he didn’t notice the blue speck of the Quetzal bird becoming a little brighter and a little larger. 
 
    “Why are we still with him?” Guy grumbled. He was adjusting the reins on their stagecoach. “If the stranger and his… girl… seemed like an unnecessary hindrance to me before, now… Don’t forget, Abraham-” 
 
    “Death is always near,” Abraham, who was sitting atop the stagecoach, interrupted him dryly. “Yes, I know, thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    Gustaf, who was leaning against a tall wheel, watched Hadjar, who was grunting like an old man as he climbed the steps and went into the coach. 
 
    “Gevena… Tened knows us. But we have no idea who she has business with there. We don’t know if it’s with the rebels or with the rulers. Moreover, we now have a burden in the form of an injured cultivator to deal with,” he said. 
 
    Hadjar glared at the archer, who raised his palms in a conciliatory gesture, “Nothing personal, big guy, but in this state, you really are of no use to anyone.” 
 
    “I know,” Hadjar replied curtly and disappeared into the coach. 
 
    “Itia, what do you think?” Abraham turned to the girl who was sorting out various bags inside the stagecoach. 
 
    She remained silent. Over the course of their adventure, Itia and Tened had managed to become close. They couldn’t be called friends, but even becoming acquaintances so quickly was very rare for cultivators. In this world of limited resources, where everyone was fighting to become stronger, finding a warm soul to share some worries with wasn’t a trivial thing. 
 
    “I see,” Abraham drawled. “So, pay attention to our cover. Hadjar is our comrade. Fortunately, his name is so common that I even know a couple of dwarves called that… But that’s beside the point. Our comrade was injured in-” 
 
    “A fight,” Gustaf chimed in, climbing in after Hadjar. 
 
    “No, my friend. What kind of battle was it for him to only get stabbed in the stomach once? Moreover, there are obvious traces of poison in his energy body. Such a story won’t even get us past the first outpost.” 
 
    “Then what should our story be?” Guy asked, closing the door of the coach and pulling the ladder up behind him. 
 
    The stagecoach (Hadjar wondered how roomy Abraham’s spatial artifact was, since even such a huge thing had managed to fit in it) was striking in its dimensions: it had two pairs of wheels, each with a diameter of five feet, and they were also as wide as the length of a palm. The reins were as thick as the trunk of a young oak. The height of the coach exceeded fifteen feet, and its ‘walls’ weren’t made of simple, white fabric, but of magic cloth. A Lord would have to strike it with their full power to cut it. The cost of just a square foot of such impressive cloth began at two drops of the essence of the World River and only went higher from there. The length of the stagecoach was over twenty feet. 
 
    But that wasn’t the most impressive thing about it. A single horse was strapped to it. A mechanical horse. Hadjar hadn’t been able to believe his eyes at first. The horse, made of steel and wood, was some kind of complex, magical machine. Its gears were spinning in a, at first glance, chaotic rhythm. The animal exhaled yellowish steam from its nostrils. The steam landed on the green grass, covering it with a fragrant powder. Clearly, this was the waste product of the mechanism. Its powerful, wooden legs, which ended in steel hooves, dug out clumps of dirt from the ground, leaving behind obvious traces. A single kick from this mighty beast aimed at a cultivator who wasn’t protected by at least Heaven level armor would end in blood. 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t even estimate the cost of such an artifact, as this was his first time seeing anything like it. He didn’t even understand how it was moving. The horse’s insides were hidden by a powerful rump made of magic wood. He assumed that the power required for it to move was being provided by an engine similar to the one that lifted ships into the sky, but that was the most he could guess. 
 
    “Our friend was wounded while we were hunting. We’re on our way to the Ruby Mountains to buy a Liquid Star stone there. This is our cover. If there are no more objections, we’ll go to the dwarves and the dragon Princess... Damn it, are we smugglers or the heroes of a bard’s song? Well, in either case, my father would be pleased. Adventure awaits!” 
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 Chapter 1308 
 
      
 
    The stagecoach raced through the Ruby Valley at such a high speed that Hadjar sometimes wondered if they were really traveling across the ground or actually sailing through the sky on a high-speed ship from the seven Empires. 
 
    “Why couldn’t we have used this earlier...” He grumbled almost inaudibly. 
 
    Either Abraham had incredibly sharp hearing, even for his cultivation level, or he’d simply guessed what was on Hadjar’s mind. 
 
    “This monster,” he jerked the reins and nodded in the direction of the mechanical horse, “Works on fuel derived from the almost pure essence of the World River. One day’s journey with it costs twelve drops.” 
 
    “Twelve?” 
 
    The drops of the essence of the World River. A unique currency, as far as Hadjar knew, and one that was widespread in the capitals of the regions, as well as between them. There were rumors that these drops were also used in the Land of the Immortals. Only the Seventh Heaven, the Spirit World, and the Demon World used something else, since they weren’t a part of the River, which led to the question: why had so many of the drops been stored in the underground Demon City? Hadjar still had a poor understanding of the value of one drop. He’d had little contact with them. He knew that, for twelve drops, a person could potentially buy a good Imperial level artifact with at least one magical property, but that was about it. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying, stranger.” Abraham sighed sadly. He almost cried. 
 
    While the beautiful but dull landscapes of the valley flew past, and the giant mountain approached, Hadjar tried to understand what Abraham’s squad was doing. 
 
    “Why go to such lengths for me?” 
 
    “First of all, my friend,” Abraham didn’t mind passing some time during their journey with a little conversation, as the other squad members were immersed in meditation. “The way through the valley isn’t very long and looks quite comfortable, but, in fact, there are quite a few threats here, starting with a variety of powerful beasts and ending with bandits.” 
 
    “Dwarven bandits...” Hadjar drawled. He imagined a stocky, broad-shouldered, bearded man trying to get into their coach. 
 
    “No, the dwarves don’t work with a knife and axe,” Abraham chuckled. “They have no reason to. Every dwarf receives enough support from the ruling party to feel like a wealthy noble in their own right.” 
 
    “Support?” Hadjar frowned. 
 
    Despite him living in the Nameless World for about a century now, he still had some bits of memories from Earth left. Even there, the monthly allowance some of the country’s citizens had received had been an exception to the general economic rules. As for the Nameless World, this was Hadjar’s first time hearing about something like that existing here. 
 
    “Exactly,” Abraham spat to the side and whipped the mechanical horse. Surprisingly, it accelerated slightly. “While humans work in the fields, the dwarves live with ease. The ruling party mines various minerals in the Ruby Mountain, where the dwarves live. By doing so, it takes from the property of all residents, and then it divides a part of the profits equally between all the residents.” 
 
    “How many residents are there?” 
 
    “Relatively little,” Abraham shrugged. “About two million.” 
 
    By the standards of the seven Empires, it was at most a large city, but definitely not a metropolis. 
 
    “I see.” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “If they were like us, they wouldn’t share anything. About six drops per month are transferred to the bank account of each dwarf.” 
 
    Six drops per month was similar to what the offspring of the highborn dragons of the Ruby Palace got. 
 
    “Hey.” Abraham turned and looked skeptically at him, “Do you know anything about the structure of dwarven society?” 
 
    Hadjar smiled a little, “Well, now I know that every resident of the mountain receives six drops a month from the governing body.” 
 
    Abraham blinked a few times, then said, “I see... You know, it’s quite difficult to tell when you’re joking and when you’re not.” 
 
    Humor had never been Hadjar’s strong suit, so he didn’t make a lot of jokes. 
 
    “How are you going to survive in the Ruby Mountains with such extensive knowledge?” 
 
    Hadjar shrugged. Maybe he wasn’t funny, but he’d learned how to improvise perfectly thanks to all the adventures and misadventures he’d lived through. 
 
    “Okay, listen carefully, stranger…” Abraham turned back and continued to follow the road. “The way dwarves live is very strange for humans. To begin with, they have neither a king, nor nobles. You might ask who rules over them, and I would tell you that they rule over themselves through the chosen representative, whom they call their leader. The leader has his subordinates — a party. The only thing above the leader and his party is the Сouncil of Elders. It includes the oldest and most experienced artisans, miners, officers, and other professionals.” 
 
    Being from Earth originally, Hadjar wasn’t surprised by the system being described, but by the fact that even the slightest signs of democracy could exist in the Nameless World. He’d never believed in true democracy, considering it a simple story fed to naive fools. And, in a world where the saying ‘the strong rule’ was the main law of the land, it seemed even more incredible. 
 
    “The leader and the party are chosen once every ten thousand years. It’s a decently long period, but considering that dwarves live about fifty thousand years, it’s just right for their standards. Well, that’s everything, I think. They have their own little world there. Their own economy, their own god. Our banks are just big moneylenders compared to theirs, as their banking system is an entire organization, and it’s involved in every sneeze made by every dwarf. They heal dwarves for free. When they reach old age, they increase the payments given to them. If someone wants to learn martial arts, they’re sent to the Sholaden region. That’s about a three-year flight away from here.” 
 
    Hadjar recalled the map of the surrounding area. Sholaden wasn’t large, but it was controlled by humans, unlike the Red Phoenix and the White Dragon regions. At its head was ‘The Fist Splitting the Stream of Water’ School. The name was long and pretentious, befitting of an organization that had existed for dozens of epochs. 
 
    “I feel like,” Abraham lowered his voice conspiratorially, “That this is done to ensure that their offspring don’t end up having close ties with the feathered or the scaly ones. No offense, by the way.” 
 
    Abraham did think that Hadjar was a halfbreed… 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “In general, it’s a rotten place. Strange and incomprehensible. How do they live without a king? It’s probably very difficult.” 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar decided to keep the conversation going a little longer. 
 
    “Well, imagine if some shit happens. Who are you supposed to blame? The leader for whom you cast your vote? If it turns out that you made a shitty choice, it’s your own fault. But if there’s a king, he can always be blamed for all the problems, and you’re always in the right. Thank the Heavens and the Earth I’m not a dwarf.” 
 
    Hadjar smiled a little. Abraham clearly wouldn’t like Earth… 
 
    “There’s an outpost ahead!” Guy, who had been on the roof of the stagecoach all this time, shouted. So, he hadn’t been meditating… 
 
    “Well, get ready,” Abraham spat again. It was a habit he’d picked up in the army. “You’ll get to see those bearded bastards soon enough.” 
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    Moving the cloth that acted as the wall of the stagecoach a bit to the side so he could peer past it discreetly, Hadjar carefully examined the dwarven outpost. He didn’t do it out of curiosity, however, but so he could do some reconnaissance. 
 
    The outpost looked a bit pointless considering the sheer size of the valley. It was a small stone building with several iron-bound, wooden barriers that blocked the way. Everything there, of course, had been made by cultivators and ‘seasoned’ with energy and magic. 
 
    The dwarves themselves didn’t surprise him. Five feet tall at most and just as wide in the shoulders, they had excessive body hair. Not only on their faces, either, but also on their arms and legs. They looked like colorful balls of fur wearing artifact armor that was of such high quality that selling just one suit of it could set you up to comfortably live out the rest of your life, even if you were a cultivator who’d live for centuries, if not millennia, in the very heart of Dahanatan. Even your grandchildren would eventually get a share if you didn’t visit brothels every day... 
 
    The dwarves’ hair and beards came in a variety of colors, ranging from black to fiery white. They’d plaited them into braids similar to the ones that the true northerners, whom Hadjar had seen in Sunshine Sankesh’s memories, wore. 
 
    Hadjar counted a dozen dwarves working at the outpost. They were discussing something with the merchants, who were quite numerous here. Sometimes, they arranged a search. Several merchants who were traveling on foot and two covered coaches were allowed to pass. Abraham’s stagecoach stood in queue for a little over an hour before its turn for inspection came. 
 
    A red-bearded dwarf in black armor decorated with a pinkish-purple pattern came up to the coach. The pattern was probably a coat of arms. He had a large jaw, square pupils, and ears that looked more like river stones. The dwarves weren’t handsome. Even at first glance, it was clear that they were from a different race. Their fingers seemed to all be the same length, too... Hadjar wondered how they learned the Way of the Fist, where there were plenty of Techniques for jabbing one’s fingers into vulnerable points. Maybe they’d adjusted them to themselves the same way Hadjar had adjusted the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique. 
 
    “Abraham Shensie.” The dwarf’s voice was also abnormal. The sound coming from his throat was like millstones trying to grind stones instead of grains. “I can’t say I’m glad to see you.” 
 
    “May you always have a strong roof over your head, honorable Harbadurt.” Abraham clenched his fists, crossed his arms, and hit himself on the shoulders — the dwarves’ greeting. 
 
    “Of course, of course.” Looking at something in his papers, Harbadurt waved his hand vaguely. “The same to you, human. So, let’s look through the list. What are you bringing in?” 
 
    “The same as always, honorable Harbadurt: some junk that can be melted down, a few artifacts from the permitted list, various materials and ingredients that can’t be found in the valley, and other assorted trifles.” 
 
    “Trifles, you say?” While the dwarf, who was busy twisting one of his red braids around his finger, was reading something, the stagecoach was skillfully surrounded by eight more dwarves. Hadjar put his hand on the hilt of his sword, but then immediately met Guy’s gaze, who shook his head. “Last time, after your visit, my brother, who works as a guard on the seventh level, near the black market, caught several black dust dealers.” 
 
    “Really, honorable Harbadurt?” Abraham looked as surprised as possible. “Were there really brave people who dared to break the law set by the party and take gunpowder into the Ruby Mountain?” 
 
    “There were indeed, Abraham,” the dwarf nodded. “Gunpowder is loaded into pistols and rifles that the rebels use, may the roof collapse on their bald heads. And then they shoot at their fellow citizens.” 
 
    Hadjar took another look at the dwarf and his Imperial level armor. What kind of pistol could cause any inconvenience to someone who wore such a powerful set of armor? 
 
    “Such strange things are happening under the Mountain!” Abraham said. “But I don’t know any more than what you just told me, honorable Harbadurt. As always, here is my list of goods.” The rogue handed a wax-sealed scroll to the dwarf, “And the import tax.” He gave him a purse, which was a simple spatial artifact. 
 
    A few decades ago, even such a basic spatial artifact had seemed to Hadjar like some kind of incredible treasure, but now it was being used as a simple purse, a thing so devalued that its loss wouldn’t affect their overall budget in any way. 
 
    “The tax,” the dwarf snorted, but he accepted the purse and put it inside his spatial artifact. As far as Hadjar could see, it was a casket lying next to the border guard on a stone block. “Don’t be angry, Abraham. I know you’re a good friend of old Dabladurt, but things are really strange these days. The rebels are getting more and more annoying. They’re organizing meetings, they’re claiming that the leader’s party is rotten, and so on. So, we’ll have to search your stagecoach.” 
 
    “As you wish, honorable Harbadurt.” Abraham bowed his head. “Guys, get out. Gustaf, help Hadjar.” 
 
    “Hadjar?” The guard leaned forward. “Do you have a new member in your group?” 
 
    “I do,” Abraham waved it off, getting down from the coach. “An old friend of mine. He got injured while hunting. I brought him with me as a traveling companion. He wants to buy a Liquid Star stone on your market.” 
 
    “The Liquid Star... He’s been poisoned, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abraham nodded. “He ran into a trap set by someone careless. We treated it as best as we could, but I’m afraid that if we don’t completely expel the poison, this will be the end of his cultivation.” 
 
    “I see... Well, may the Stone Hammer help him.” 
 
    “May the Mountains hear your words.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand the relationship between Abraham and the border guard. He wasn’t sure whether it was a cold enmity or a cool friendship, but, either way, after Itia, Guy, and Gustaf, along with Hadjar, left the stagecoach, the dwarves began to inspect it. They did their job very carefully, using artifacts that, apparently, allowed them to look inside spatial artifacts. 
 
    “Will they check our personal spatial artifacts?” Hadjar whispered in Guy’s ear. 
 
    The half-masked man looked at him as if he were an idiot, and then slapped his own forehead. 
 
    “Abraham didn’t tell you, did he?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Before they let us pass, they’ll put a seal on our personal artifacts. While it’s active, you can’t use them. So, if you need something from yours, get it now. It’ll be almost impossible to do anything with it under the Mountain.” 
 
    Hadjar cursed mentally. He didn’t have anything vital in his ring, but he preferred to be given such information in advance. Abraham, who was standing a bit off to the side, just spread his hands out, as if saying that he couldn’t remember everything. 
 
    “You smell of blood and steel.” A voice came from behind Hadjar. “You’re a warrior, aren’t you?” 
 
    “By the Hammers of the Stone Ancestors!” Harbadurt exclaimed. “Alba-udun, don’t do this now!” 
 
    For some reason, Hadjar was completely certain that this wouldn’t lead to anything good. When he turned around and saw a young dwarf whose eyes burned with glee while he held a huge axe in his hands, he knew he’d been right. 
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    Turning around, Hadjar saw someone who was probably the twin brother of the head of the border guards. Alba-udun had the same bright red hair as Harbadurt, as well as a beard arranged into a dozen braids decorated with rings made of magical, gold rocks. His hair had been fashioned into the same braids, which looked like the thorny spines of a reptile. The dwarf didn’t wear armor. Well, almost. He had heavy, square, stone boots decorated with gold. The heavy bracelets on his wrists were also decorated with gold, as were the armbands he wore around his powerful biceps. His mighty torso was covered with nothing but hair. A seemingly elastic green ‘skirt’ made from some sort of stone stretched down from his belt. The metal buckle of his wide belt covered the dwarf’s stomach. It covered him up to slightly above his navel. This was his odd armor. 
 
    “You forgot this, cousin,” Alba-udun thundered. 
 
    He threw the axe he was holding as if he were dealing with a stick and not a heavy weapon. It flew over the heads of their group, forcing the tallest ones, Hadjar and Gustaf, to duck, and it landed in Harbadurt’s hands. 
 
    “By the Stone Hammer, cousin, go back to-” 
 
    “I’m getting covered in moss here!” Alba-udun slammed his fist against his powerful chest. “I didn’t spend half my life amongst the humans in Sholaden, forgotten by the Stone Ancestors, to end up standing around like a statue with you while you take bribes from smugglers.” 
 
    In addition to Abraham’s stagecoach, several dozen more merchants were waiting behind them on the road. But after Alba-udun spoke, several of them turned around and went back. Hadjar wasn’t surprised. The valley was huge, there was surely more than just a single entrance to the Ruby Mountain. 
 
    “Cousin!” Harbadurt barked. “Don’t embarrass me! Go back-” 
 
    “You’re embarrassing yourself, cousin!” Alba-udun’s voice was loud enough to be heard all the way at the end of the queue. “The Stone Ancestors will condemn you for your sins, but that is between you and the Stone Ancestors. You can take bribes as much as your mossy soul desires. I’ll take a tribute, as is customary for the Udun!” 
 
    During the dwarf’s fervent speech, Abraham managed to approach Hadjar. 
 
    “Do you remember any prayers?” He whispered, covering his mouth with his hand. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What don’t you understand, stranger?” he continued, pretending he was just smoothing out his mustache and beard. “The Udun are artisans.” 
 
    “Will he try to run me over with a machine?” 
 
    “War, stranger, is also a craft,” Guy interjected. “Death is very close to you right now.” 
 
    “Is he part of the military?” Hadjar was surprised. 
 
    The cousins were discussing something in their native language. It sounded as if someone was striking a stone with a pickaxe, one that was right between Hadjar’s ears. 
 
    “He doesn’t look like a military man, does he?” Abraham chuckled. “If you see a dwarf without armor, know that they simply don’t need it. After training in Sholaden, their skin becomes as strong as a Divine level artifact. The military personnel in the Ruby Mountains aren’t those who wear beautiful armor, but those who don’t wear it at all.” 
 
    A Technique for strengthening the body… Hadjar was well-versed in them and had even been able to cultivate his body to the sturdiness of a Heaven level artifact. However, he’d never heard of a mortal creature being able to acquire the toughness of a Divine level artifact. 
 
    “I know it seems impossible to you,” Abraham bent down and pretended to adjust his boot, but in reality, he was dropping something into it, “But dwarves have special blood and special Techniques.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Guy agreed. “How do you think a mere two million dwarves kept the Ruby Mountains, where there’s more valuables than in the surrounding ten regions combined, safe from everyone who wants to get their hands on them? No, stranger, the main thing is that everyone should understand that-” 
 
    “Death is near,” Hadjar and Abraham finished for him in unison. 
 
    “Exactly.” He nodded sternly, then turned around and walked back to the stagecoach. Gustaf and Itia were sitting on its steps. They seemed to be betting on something. 
 
    “Any tips?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Tips?” Abraham’s eyebrows went up. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen what you are capable of, but... You were in a much better condition back then. And he’s one of the Udun, the craftsmen of War. I’ve seen his kind catch cannonballs with their bare hands, take a two-handed sword strike from a Nameless straight to the chest, and bathe in the mouth of a volcano. So, Hadjar,” Abraham patted him on the shoulder and went over to his comrades, “Remember your prayers.” 
 
    The two dwarves finished arguing. 
 
    “By the Stone Ancestors and their Hammers!” Harbadurt exclaimed. “Cousin, do whatever you want! But know that the next time the honorable father of our fathers asks about your wellbeing, I won’t come up with stories about... you know what!” 
 
    “I didn’t expect anything else from you, iron cousin!” The flushed Alba-udun stepped aside and pulled two short battle axes from his belt. One had a rounded blade, and the other was double-edged, with a flat and a wide side. “Anyone who didn’t go with me to Sholaden will never gain my trust!” 
 
    What were these dwarves talking about? 
 
    Hadjar swayed and clutched his side, struggling in the heat. Even though the spread of the poison had been stopped thanks to Guy’s medicines and his own will and energy, it had still affected Hadjar’s physical and energy bodies greatly. 
 
    “You’re wounded, soldier,” Alba-udun guessed. 
 
    “You see, cousin!” Harbadurt immediately leaned forward. “Stop your Udun traditions. The tribute hasn’t been paid in blood for a long time-” 
 
    “Then I’ll level the playing field!” Without listening to Harbadurt, he swung his axe and cut himself along the left side. Blood, which resembled lava, gushed from his side, poured onto his leg, and then spilled onto the ground. “Now we have... the same... disadvantage.” 
 
    “By the Stone Hammer!” Harbadurt turned to one of his subordinates. “Wake up Dag-lad. We clearly need a healer.” 
 
    “Let’s fight, human warrior!” Alba-udun struck his axes against each other and stepped toward Hadjar. “I’m tired of washing off moss. Today, the valley will drink our blood and it’ll be a glorious duel!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1311 
 
      
 
    Hadjar sighed and, shaking his head, drew the Scarlet Blade. Turning his inner gaze toward his soul, he scooped up half of the energy reserve within it and generously poured it into his energy body. His meridians and channels flared up like a forest fire, and his muscles were filled with strength. The pain was gone, and his mind was no longer clouded. This was a temporary solution to the problem, which would cost his body a lot in the future, but if he didn’t do this, he wouldn’t be able to fight at all. Now he had a whole minute at his disposal, which was enough time for him to try and avoid death. 
 
    “You know my name, human warrior.” The dwarf swung his axes and assumed a low stance, “But I don’t know yours.” 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan,” Hadjar replied, assuming his usual position — feet shoulder-width apart and his sword held to the side with its tip pointing at the ground. It was an open and deceptively simple stance. 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan...” Alba-udun thought for a while. “I think I heard a song in one of the taverns about a hero with that name. The Mad General who rebelled against the dragons that had seized the lands of the seven Empires. The dead Prince who fought against the Empire. You smell of steel, humans, and dragons. Are you his namesake?” 
 
    Hadjar could feel Abraham and his squad staring at him. What were the chances that, in this boundless Nameless World, songs about him would travel so far and end up in the Sholaden region, which shared no borders with the White Dragon region? 
 
    Hadjar remained quiet. 
 
    “Fair enough, human warrior,” the dwarf nodded. “Honor and steel speak for a warrior. We’ll leave words to the charming girls and-” 
 
    “Cousin!” Harbadurt called out, annoyed, “Will you fight with your tongue or with your steel?” 
 
    “My cousin speaks the truth,” Alba-udun nodded in the direction of the head guard. “Let us begin, human warrior. I want to see how a warrior from the famous region differs from the products of Sholaden, who mistakenly call themselves-” 
 
    “Cousin! May your tongue wither away! Stop blabbing already!” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know what to do; laugh or try not to lose touch with reality. Thankfully, the answer was given by Alba-udun. He struck his axes against each other again, and then abruptly parted them. 
 
    Hadjar had fought for his life so much and against so many different opponents that he was ready for almost anything. Almost anything… Because he had never seen anything like this before. 
 
    Green patterns appeared all over Alba-udun’s body. They wrapped around the dwarf’s torso and arms like ropes. His eyes flashed with an orange light, and, behind him, his axes were connected by a fiery arc, inside of which runes shone. It looked like a Call, like the ones used by the steppe orcs, particularly Steppe Fang, and, at the same time, like some kind of strange defensive Technique as well. 
 
    “Let’s see what you’re worth!” Alba-udun roared. 
 
    He swung the rounded axe and sliced through the air in front of him. Even before Hadjar’s mind had time to react, his energy surged toward his arms and sword, and the latter, making a wide arc, assumed a defensive position. It was just in time. One of the runes flew out of the energy arc and split into a dozen fiery cuts. Swarming, they descended upon Hadjar, who was standing in the center of a cocoon comprised of the body of a ghostly, coiled black dragon. He felt every single one of the fiery attacks, as if the dwarf wasn’t standing ten paces away from him, but was fighting him with everything he had up close. Hadjar sensed the power of a True Kingdom, a Call, and... something else in every blow. Something he couldn’t find the right name for. It was as if... if… 
 
    “Not bad, human warrior!” Alba-udun, drunk on the excitement, laughed. “Now it’s your turn. Come on, show me what you can do before we start a real duel!” 
 
    A real duel? So this was just a friendly exchange of attacks? Hadjar had no doubt that even Tash’Magan would’ve admired this dwarf. It became extremely clear how two million dwarves living on the border between the Red Phoenix and the White Dragon regions had kept their Mountain from being ravaged for so many epochs. 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword and the dragon spread its wings. Its sharp fangs flashed and a dozen black and scarlet slashes rushed toward the dwarf. He’d expected anything from his opponent, except for the dwarf just staying still. The warrior just watched his attack. When the black and scarlet crescents of energy struck him, he didn’t even blink. 
 
    Hadjar felt like his attack had reached its goal, but his eyes were failing him. Each cut that touched the dwarf’s skin shattered, as if they’d struck an indestructible, celestial object. The green ropes that bound Alba-udun’s torso flashed brighter. 
 
    “Is that all?” The dwarf looked a little disappointed. “If so, remember your prayers, human. I’m attacking!” 
 
    The dwarf pushed off from the ground. He used his energy sloppily. The ground under his feet caught fire, and lava poured out of the cracks. The dwarf, pushing forcefully through the air resistance, which caused fire to flash around him, moved toward Hadjar. 
 
    Any experienced cultivator would’ve thought that they were fighting a clumsy person who’d simply been made strong with alchemy, but a blow from his double-ended axe completely refuted this. Shrouded in flames, with runes glowing along the blade, it slammed into the Scarlet Blade, which trembled in Hadjar’s hands. He felt the primal power of Alba-udun all throughout his body, as if he were fighting a volcano and not a person. 
 
    Having blocked the attack, Hadjar turned on his heel and, using his advantage in speed, delivered a quick upward slash. His sword flashed with a black energy, inside of which a raging dragon danced. 
 
    But, just like with his first attack, the dwarf completely ignored it. The Scarlet Blade bounced off the dwarf’s body, creating a few sparks in the process. 
 
    “What the-” 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” The dwarf shouted and his other axe rushed toward Hadjar’s feet. At the last moment, he managed to create a vacuum behind him and pull himself back before he became as tall as the dwarf. 
 
    “A cheap trick! This isn’t what I expected from the Mad General!” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes flashed blue. What had at first glance seemed like an ordinary duel was turning out to be a serious challenge. Since the dwarf wanted the Mad General, he’d get him. Hadjar had no time to waste on waving weapons around pointlessly. 
 
    He raised his sword to the sky. The vast, blue expanse was instantly covered with heavy, gray clouds. A strong wind blew. A storm hit the outpost, tearing the roofs off the stagecoaches and forcing people to use their defensive Techniques. The dwarf guards formed a circle and dug their shields into the ground. 
 
    Deafening everyone with a wild roar, a huge black dragon descended from the sky. It merged with Hadjar’s sword, making it impossible to tell whether a human or an angry Lord of the Heavens was standing in front of Alba-udun. 
 
    “Finally!” The dwarf laughed happily, and the runes behind him glowed brighter than the midday sun. 
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    Gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands, Hadjar twisted his wrists and swung the blade in a beautiful, elegant, wide arc. It looked as if this attack wasn’t supposed to cut his enemy in half, but demonstrate his proficiency with the sword instead. 
 
    The huge dragon descended from the heavens, absorbing the will and mysteries of his True Kingdom, and followed Hadjar’s moves. As smoothly as the Scarlet Blade, it floated across the sky, and then, with a wild, deafening roar, it rushed in, launching a horrific attack. It fell upon the dwarven warrior with a vengeance. The dragon-sword flashed with black lightning as it tried to end the dwarf. 
 
    “That’s it! Great!” Alba-udun shouted gleefully. 
 
    He crossed his axes in front of him, and then swung them to the side with a forceful jerk of his arms. The runes burned even brighter. The lava under his feet came to life, foamed like it was boiling, and shot into the sky like an angry volcano. A pillar of fire, so hot that it burned the dark sky itself, collided with the dragon. 
 
    They clashed in a fierce battle. Claws of steel and sword against fire and axe. The sparks that flew across the sky as a result of their fight looked more like fallen stars. As they flew far beyond the horizon, they left flaming, blue trails behind in the gloomy sky. 
 
    Without waiting to see the outcome of his Torn Sky Technique combining with his Dragon Storm Song, Hadjar placed his blade by his side as if he were sheathing it. Assuming a low stance, he gathered all the remaining energy from his Core and summoned all the will he could muster. 
 
    To the observers hiding behind their defensive Techniques, it might’ve seemed like the Scarlet Blade had remained completely motionless. Only a few of them, including Guy and Gustaf, were able to see the speed with which Hadjar’s sword shot out like a striking snake and then returned back to its prior position. 
 
    Suddenly, all sounds stopped, as if something invisible but incredibly powerful had pulled them in and swallowed them completely. Somewhere near the horizon, the sky flashed with a bloody light. A burning glow spread out over the very edge of the universe. Birds cried, something thundered in the sky, and then, following the sword’s trajectory, a scarlet strip of energy briefly froze in the air. The drops of lava blood inside it looked like a creepy bridge. 
 
    The dwarf coughed up blood and, clutching his other side, staggered back a little. “A good Technique… What’s its name?” 
 
    Above their heads, the volcano was able to pierce the black dragon with a fiery tongue, and the echo of the battle between the two Techniques reached Hadjar. He spit out blood and grabbed his chest, where a purple burn was quickly turning into a bloody wound. 
 
    “The Dragon… Storm… Song…” He answered through clenched teeth. The wound he’d received didn’t allow him to isolate the poison inside his body, and the poison, which now had no obstacles in its path, rushed through his meridians and veins. “And yours?” 
 
    “The Fiery… Mountain… March...” Alba-udun answered with just as much difficulty. “You... are the first human... who... managed to hurt me…” 
 
    “And you... are the first dwarf... who managed to hurt... me.” 
 
    They looked into each other’s eyes. Orange and blue. There wasn’t a drop of doubt in them, only an iron will and determination. 
 
    “Let’s end this,” they said in unison and charged at each other, leaving behind trails of blood and whirlwinds of energy. 
 
    “Honestly, just end it,” a third voice chimed in. 
 
    Before he lost consciousness, Hadjar managed to see something... very strange. This thing didn’t look like a dwarf, or a human, or anything else that he’d ever seen before. The Nameless World really knew how to… 
 
    “Dag-lad! You made it just in time!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your path was a difficult one, human warrior...” a cold stone touched Hadjar’s forehead and then his chest. “Your wound is deep…” 
 
    He opened his eyes. The person or thing standing next to him really did look like a stone. Like a strange stone statue, almost. It was as if the negligent disciple of an equally negligent master had decided to make something out of clay that they’d dreamed up after a terrible night of binge drinking and worse. The creature was no more than three feet tall. Instead of skin, it had gray stone covered with patterns done in blue paint, but it was so smooth and even that it seemed like it had been polished by the tide for thousands of epochs. Short legs peeked out from under a green tunic made of moss and forest grass. Long, four-fingered arms reached all the way to the ground and, after touching it, bent like a gorilla’s. It had a disproportionately large head with disproportionately huge ears and a nose that almost touched its chest. Instead of hair, there were long, sharp, red needles that fell from the top of its head to its waist. Its eyes were clear, dark, like deep wells, but warm and calm. They didn’t radiate a single drop of aggression or ill will. They were utterly kind and clear. 
 
    The creature was holding a tree branch in its left hand, but Hadjar could sense power and strength emanating from this artifact. He sensed the same power from the creature itself. However, this power wasn’t fatal. On the contrary, it was as if this creature exuded life itself. 
 
    “You… are…” 
 
    “Dag-lad.” The creature smiled. “One of the last stone trolls left in this world, North Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t remember telling his true name to anyone from Abraham’s squad. 
 
    “I heard it this morning,” the stone troll answered his unspoken question. “It was brought to me by the wind coming in from the icy mountains. It said you needed my help. But, alas, I can’t cure such a wound.” 
 
    Not understanding what Dag-lad was talking about, Hadjar turned his gaze inward. With genuine surprise, he discovered that there wasn’t even a trace left of Tash and Tened’s poison, only a terrible-looking scar on his energy body, which would reduce his overall power reserve by thirty percent for some time. He would’ve turned to his neural network for a detailed report, but he didn’t want to distract it from the much more important task that it had been busy with in recent years. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Physical and energy wounds are easy enough to heal,” Dag-lad interrupted him again. “But soul wounds... No one can heal them except for you, North Wind. Your heart is bleeding. I feel your pain and I grieve with you.” The stone troll’s ears drooped, and his eyes dimmed a little. He really looked sad. 
 
    Hadjar decided to deal with a more pressing issue and looked around. As he had assumed, he was inside the stone gatehouse at the outpost. He was lying on a stone bed, on a stone pillow, and, according to the sensations in his mouth, he had recently been given something akin to liquid glass to drink. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, honorable Dag-lad,” Hadjar said, realizing that there was no trace left not only of the poison, but also of the wound on his chest. “I think I should go-” 
 
    “Yes, North Wind, you should.” The stone troll went over to the far corner of the room, where he began to arrange something in bottles and stone boxes. “If it’s the will of the Ways, we’ll meet again. I hope that by that time, you’ll have found peace for your heart.” 
 
    Shaking his head once more, Hadjar wrapped his clothes around himself and, with unexpected ease, got up from the bed and headed toward the exit. 
 
    “It isn’t a son, North Wind... Your daughter is waiting for you.” 
 
    Hadjar turned around, but there was no one else in the gatehouse. 
 
    “Damn it all…” He whispered softly. 
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 Chapter 1313 
 
      
 
    When Hadjar went outside, the first thing he saw was Alba-udun, lost in thought. He considered his human foe unusual and amazing, a phenomenon he had never seen before. 
 
    “Good morning?” Hadjar greeted him cautiously. 
 
    He felt great. He hadn’t felt better in a long time. Even the wounds that he’d received before going to the Port of the Dead had been healed. 
 
    “May the roof be strong over your head, human warrior,” Alba-udun nodded. His sides were bound by a cloudy, gray bandage of some kind, which had a thick, oily, and not very pleasant smell. “Human flesh is softer than a dwarf’s. Even Dag-lad, the last of the great stone troll healers, can’t cure a dwarf with his sorcery.” 
 
    “It’d be nice if he could turn the moss between your ears into actual brains.” Harbadurt came from around the corner of the gatehouse that faced the road. “Cousin, you crossed the line this time.” 
 
    “Cousin, as far as I know, the line is in that direction,” Alba-udun pointed to the border at the road. 
 
    Hadjar exchanged glances with Harbadurt. Judging by the puzzled look on the dwarf’s face, he also couldn’t understand whether his cousin was joking or not. 
 
    “I see everyone is here.” Abraham appeared out of nowhere and grinned. “We can finally talk.” 
 
    Harbadurt instantly changed his expression and posture. At first, this stately, armored soldier had looked like a mythical colossus, but as soon as the rogue smuggler had appeared, the latter had become haggard and started drooping. When he turned to Abraham, he looked and spoke like a peddler at a fair. 
 
    “My dear friend.” He spread his arms out and tried to hug the smuggler, but the rogue didn’t want to be crushed. “There are no issues between us! Let’s forget about the extra taxes.” Harbadurt handed him a bag a little smaller than the one he had gotten. “Go with the blessings of the Stone Ancestors. The doors of the Ruby Mountain are always open to Abraham Shensie, a famous friend of the dwarves.” 
 
    Abraham took the bag, turned it around, then threw it upwards, and while it was still in the air, placed it in his spatial artifact. 
 
    “Indeed, honorable Harbadurt, what kind of issues could possibly arise between us?” The devious man gave him a wide grin and was about to hug the dwarf, but then he came to his senses and just patted him on the shoulder. “One thing though... Gold can hardly…” 
 
    “There is no gold in there...” Alba-udun said, feeling indignant. 
 
    They looked at him as if he were an idiot, and then returned to discussing their not very legitimate transactions. 
 
    “Well,” Abraham cleared his throat. “You know how things go when tribute is paid in blood, honorable Harbadurt. You won’t be able to buy my man’s blood with your gold.” 
 
    Harbadurt’s look became heavier and he straightened up. Hadjar had heard something about the danger of haggling with dwarves from Steppe Fang. They could easily beat any other race at it. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Shensie?” The dwarf asked sternly. 
 
    “Nothing at the moment,” Abraham replied casually. “But in the future... only the Stone Ancestors know what I might ask for in the future.” 
 
    Harbadurt said something in his rumbling, painfully loud language. 
 
    “Only one,” he muttered, “Only one question, Shensie. You’ll ask me and I’ll answer. But remember, after that, we’ll become enemies, and I’ll pray to the Stone Ancestors every day for a chance to end your life with my own axe.” 
 
    Despite the obvious threat, Abraham didn’t hide his smile as he heard what sort of deal he was being offered. 
 
    “These are future concerns, honorable Harbadurt, and the matters of the present require me to give a gift to my pal.” Abraham waved his hand and the same bag that the dwarf had recently returned appeared once more. “This is for the trouble you faced with my squad.” 
 
    “Oh, how kind of you, my dear friend.” Harbadurt changed his tune instantly. The stern, belligerent dwarf who had just recently promised to send Shensie to his forefathers disappeared. “Go as far as possible. We’ve delayed the queue for a day. Now all the reports... Never mind! Take my brave cousin with you so that no one down the road stops you. Just the presence of an Udun will provide you with smooth passage all the way to the Ancestral Gate.” 
 
    Now Abraham exchanged glances with Hadjar. It was clear that Harbadurt wanted to take advantage of the situation and get his cousin far away from him. On the other hand, if only two million dwarves lived in the Ruby Mountain and not all of them wore armor, it meant that Alba-udun was here for a reason. Maybe some kind of exile? 
 
    “Of course, I can’t leave my dear friend without a gift in return, to give you good luck,” The dwarf continued. 
 
    Once again, the overused bag changed owners and returned to the old rogue. He probed it with his senses and then put it back into his spatial artifact. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, honorable Harbadurt.” Abraham saluted him with the edge of his hat and, turning around while whistling some unfamiliar melody, headed for the stagecoach. “Come on, stranger, our business here is done.” 
 
    “Honorable Harbadurt.” Hadjar bowed slightly. 
 
    “Mad General.” Suddenly, the dwarf crossed his clenched fists and hit himself on the shoulders. “It’s an honor for me that the blood of a famous warrior was spilled on our land.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer. He just nodded and followed Abraham. Almost skipping after them, Alba-udun followed him. 
 
    “Darkhan, is it true that you killed your King?” 
 
    Hadjar choked on air: 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “By the Stone Ancestors!” Alba-udun exclaimed. “If my friends from the Free Mountain Party find out about this, you’ll become the symbol of liberation from the oppressive leader!” 
 
    Hadjar looked up at the sky over the valley. High up, there were many fluffy, white clouds floating past. He wanted to turn into the Quetzal bird and soar into the azure, away from the intrigue and politics of the region. But, alas… At least he now knew why an Udun had been exiled. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1314 
 
      
 
    “I had no equal in Sholaden,” the dwarf said. “When I fought in tournaments, even my older brothers couldn’t so much as touch me with their weapons. That’s why I’m impressed by your skill, Mad General. There was a reason the songs about you crossed the borders of so many countries and regions.” 
 
    “Aren’t dwarves usually quiet?” Hadjar asked Abraham in a whisper, speaking in the language of the White Dragon region so that Alba-udun wouldn’t be able to understand him. The rogue was the only other human who was still conscious. 
 
    Gustaf had been the first to give in. After enduring two hours of the dwarf’s chatter, the young archer had plunged into deep meditation and completely detached himself from his surroundings. Following his example, Itia had done the same. With every mile that brought them closer to the Ruby Mountain, the girl looked more and more gloomy. 
 
    The most persistent of the trio had been Guy. The axe wielder had endured almost seven hours, and then, after exploding into an angry, scandalous rant, in which he’d mentioned dwarves, their ancestors, the Ruby Mountain, stone hammers, split anvils, and something else Hadjar had missed, he’d joined his comrades. 
 
    As a result, only Hadjar, who was trying to get something useful out of Alba-udun’s unstoppable blathering, the dwarf, and Abraham, who was controlling the mechanical horse, were still awake. Kicking up dust with its iron hooves, the metal beast left an acid trail along the ground. It was so alive and yet... So fake. There was a deeper meaning there that Hadjar wanted to meditate on, but Alba-udun… 
 
    “People who say that are usually being sarcastic,” Abraham whispered back. “If a dwarf starts talking, you can only shut them up with steel.” 
 
    Hadjar swore. It was quite possible that Steppe Fang had spoken about the silence of the dwarves with sarcasm and that Hadjar simply hadn’t caught it. 
 
    “I really am pleasantly surprised that I managed to meet someone worthy of my axes at the back of the Ruby Mountain,” Alba-udun patted his belt, where his axes were resting in steel links that he had instead of a scabbard. 
 
    The lull in conversation dragged on. Ten seconds of silence… Twenty… A minute. Two… The silence was broken only by the snorting of the artifact horse and the clatter of its hooves. Abraham exchanged glances with Hadjar. The light of hope shone in their eyes. Suddenly, the dwarf said: 
 
    “Tell me…” 
 
    “By the High Heavens!” 
 
    “By the gods and demons!” 
 
    “...how it came to pass that the Mad General, the son of mountains, descended into the valleys, crossed the Sea of Sand, ended up in the middle of a war between two Empires, served the traitor Emperor who tried to overthrow the dragons, and now serves those very same dragons.” 
 
    Hadjar choked on air. The dwarf knew far too much about him. Only a few other people in the entire Nameless World were so familiar with his adventures. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s interesting,” Abraham suddenly frowned. “Really, how can a human possibly impersonate a dragon in the Ruby Palace?” 
 
    Hadjar and Abraham put their hands on the hilts of their weapons at the same time. Alba-udun looked from one to the other for a bit, and then, albeit with a puzzled look on his face, also put his hands on his axes’ handles. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Hadjar replied in such a way that it was impossible to tell who he was talking to. 
 
    “I think I’ve already told you, stranger, that I don’t like it when someone in my group lies.” 
 
    “The enemy of the Mad General is my enemy,” Alba-udun suddenly said and abruptly drew his axes. Green ropes of energy snaked across his skin, and his eyes were filled with an orange glow. “I won’t-” 
 
    “You won’t what?” A whip wrapped around the dwarf’s neck, and as a huge axe hovered above his shoulder, a bowstring creaked. 
 
    Hadjar had always suspected that Abraham had some way to reach his people even when they were immersed in deep meditation. His suspicions had just been confirmed. 
 
    “I can’t tell you everything,” Hadjar sighed a little wearily. “And you, Abraham, should understand why. But what I told you before — that the lives of my wife and... child depend on this mission — is the truth. Let all the forces of this world be my witness.” 
 
    His knife sliced through Hadjar’s palm. The blood that flowed over his skin flashed with a golden glow, and the wound healed, leaving behind another, barely-noticeable scar. 
 
    “The stranger is married?” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Gustaf asked. “He has a wedding bracelet of the seven Empires from the White Dragon region on his wrist.” 
 
    Everyone turned to the archer, even Alba-udun, who didn’t seem even slightly uncomfortable with the fact that he had weapons pointed at him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” Abraham almost yelled. 
 
    “I thought you already knew,” the young man shrugged. 
 
    “By the merciful gods,” Guy cried, “Even when death is so close, the younger generation manages to surprise me with its idiotic naivety.” 
 
    “Okay, that all checks out.” Abraham moved his hands away from his weapon. The others did the same, including Hadjar and the dwarf, who returned his axes back to their rings. “Tell me, Alba-udun, are you one of the rebels?” 
 
    “The Stone Hammer of the great Stone Ancestors is a witness to that fact.” The dwarf didn’t even deny it. In fact, he spoke about it with pride. “The dwarves who live under the Mountain and the dragons who live above the Mountain have been loyal friends since the dawn of the ages. They guard the treasures that we create, and we can create more while the Lords of the Heavens still honor their pact with the Lords of the Earth.” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to the conversation. 
 
    “And in these trying times, when the leader wants to annul the pact of the Heavens and the Earth between the Dragon and the Dwarf, not being a rebel means not being a dwarf.” With each word, Alba-udun’s eyes lit up more brightly, and the tattoos on his body became more distinct. “I’m grateful, you miserable and despicable thief, that you’re taking me back to my home at such a difficult time.” 
 
    “Why is it so difficult, honorable Alba-udun?” 
 
    “To you, Mad General, it’s just Albadurt,” he replied instantly. “Friends don’t need to show each other such reverence.” 
 
    “Albadurt,” Hadjar nodded, not bothering to ask when he and the dwarf had become friends. 
 
    “There are rumors,” the dwarf lowered his voice slightly, “That the leader wants to kill the dwarven Princess during the celebration of the Ruby and the Dragon.” 
 
    “And when is this celebration?” 
 
    “In four days.” 
 
    Hadjar cursed mentally. Something didn’t fit. The Princess and Tash’Magan had risked their lives in order to go to the lair of their enemy, knowing perfectly well what intentions the dwarven leader had. And why would he ruin their relations with the dragons after hundreds of epochs? Something definitely didn’t fit here. 
 
    “How do you know the songs about the Mad General?” Gustaf asked suddenly. 
 
    “I already told you, human,” the dwarf muttered. “I heard them in a tavern in Sholaden. They were sung by a young man. He was very poorly dressed. His pants were held up with a rope, he wore a blue raincoat that seemed to consist of more patches than original material, and he also had different-colored eyes. One was brown, and the other blue.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1315 
 
      
 
    Two hours of travel and Alba-udun’s incessant yammering later, Abraham’s stagecoach finally arrived at the Ruby Mountain. Even if Hadjar hadn’t known that this massive wonder of nature, whose base was equal in diameter to four Dahanatans, was a mountain of dwarves, just one glance at it would’ve been enough to tell him who exactly lived in and on this sky-piercing monstrosity. 
 
    The paths that crisscrossed the valley around the mountain merged into a single road wide enough for two dozen carts, carriages, and stagecoaches to pass through at the same time. It was also so long that the numerous vehicles crowding it seemed like a wild, diverse mishmash of representatives from all the races, classes, and regions of this vast world. 
 
    Hadjar wanted to capture this riot of colors, languages, and peoples in his memory, so he joined Gustaf on the roof of the stagecoach. 
 
    “Stranger,” the young archer greeted him coolly. 
 
    “Gustaf,” Hadjar replied with an equally restrained nod. 
 
    There were still about three miles left until they reached the mountain entrance, which was filled with merchants, travelers, and wandering cultivators looking to earn money for new ingredients. 
 
    Hadjar saw stagecoaches the size of residential buildings, carriages no bigger than a peasant’s cart, and carts that could’ve fit an entire fort inside of them. Atop one of those sat a golem, or what Hadjar had mistaken for one at first. However, upon closer examination with his Gaze through the World River, he identified a humanlike being. He was over forty feet tall and had such a large Core that he could’ve been mistaken for an Immortal, even though he was still just a peak-stage Lord. 
 
    “Who is-” 
 
    “A giant from the Naibu Mountains,” Gustaf answered promptly. “If you look carefully, you can also spot a few island trolls.” 
 
    Hadjar looked in the direction where he was pointing. He saw a cart made of vines, pulled by some amphibious reptiles, with tall, lanky creatures that seemed to be about nine feet tall and had skin the color of waves riding inside of them. Their arms went down to below their knees, they wore bandages made of some magical, expensive fabrics, their long ears were pierced and dotted with various magical ornaments and amulets, and their average cultivation was around the Nameless level. 
 
    “Bird people from the Floating Stones,” now he pointed in the other direction, behind them. 
 
    Hadjar turned around. The queue at the Ruby Mountain stretched almost to the horizon. About two miles away was another strange delegation. Short, no taller than dwarves, and very thin creatures sat on carpets floating in the sky. They seemed very proud. They looked down on everyone. Their small horns were twisted into fancy crowns and each of them had one, and they all looked both strange and beautiful in some way. Instead of clothes, wings of different shades of gray were folded around their bodies. 
 
    “We’re probably,” Gustaf continued in a slightly bored, tired tone, “Also going to encounter reptilian people from the borders of the Water World, and mountain orcs, which are very different from the steppe ones… Well, at least the ones who aren’t at odds with the giants. By the way, you better avoid the latter group. There are only five families of intelligent giants left. There are no more than a hundred of them in each family, too. Half a thousand giants who can hold back the onslaught of a hundred thousand orcs… Now that is worthy of respect. And caution.” 
 
    “They-” 
 
    “There are almost none of them left,” Alba-udun interrupted. Looking a bit comical due to how clumsily he climbed up the ladder, he still managed to get onto the roof. “You should’ve seen the Ruby and the Dragon celebration twenty epochs ago... My grandfather told me about it. Back then, so many people came to the Eternal Peace celebration that not everyone managed to fit into the Ruby Mountain. A massive tent city was erected around it in the valley. There were countless representatives of different races. Mortals came from all corners of the Nameless World to see the celebration. Giants and goblins, werewolves and nymphs, trolls of all kinds and orcs of all the lands, elves and hobbits, wargs, crow people, nagas, elementals, flower people, stone people… They all came here. But…” Alba-udun shook his head sadly. “Something is leaving the Nameless World. People like me are acutely aware of this. Recently, we sensed it when the steppe orcs left. They fell in their last hunt…” 
 
    Alba-udun looked at Hadjar. Hadjar didn’t know what exactly Ash, the Master of Almost All Words, had sung in his song about him and why he had done it, but it just so happened that Hadjar had witnessed the last hunt of the free inhabitants of the steppes and plains. The way they’d decided to leave with their weapons in their hands, free and proud, according to their own rules and laws, without waiting for death, would forever remain engraved in his memory. 
 
    “Dag-lad as well…” The dwarf continued, “He’s the last of the stone trolls who once lived side by side with the dwarves in the Ruby Mountain. They were our sages and guides on the intricate worldly paths. And now the Sage Dag-lad bears the burden of the last. Even those bird people whom you’ve been looking at so ungraciously are the last family of their kind. When they leave, the Floating Stones will become just another empty land.” 
 
    “Did your grandfather say why this was happening?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    He’d already heard about the extinction of various magical races. Even in the Fae Lands, there was a sense of desolation, as if even the immortal and ever-changing tribes of the goddess Danu had begun to die. 
 
    “He did,” the dwarf nodded. “As did many other sages. Everyone has their own opinion. Some think that the World River is losing something. Others blame it all on humans who breed faster than rabbits and know no end to their thirst for blood. You humans are far more suited to the path of cultivation. My grandfather told me that more and more songs were being sung about humans and their heroes, and fewer about us, those who were the first to walk along the still unexplored paths of this boundless horizon.” 
 
    “Honorable Alba-udun, do you think that it’s all about songs?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the dwarf shrugged. “One thing I do know for certain, however, is that when we meet our forefathers, whether they are stone or something else, we’ll become stories ourselves. The stories that those in whose souls we left our marks will tell others. Maybe there are too many stories about humans in this world, to the point that now almost no one wants to hear about others.” 
 
    The dwarf fell silent. Hadjar remembered the words of the Fae Queen. According to the terms of their deal, he would tell stories about the magical people and tribes of the goddess Danu until one night, when the light of the sun illuminated the patroness of mothers, and a flower with black petals and a blue bud bloomed. 
 
    “Finally, we’re here,” came from below them. 
 
    At that moment, even Hadjar, who had seen many miracles, was in awe. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1316 
 
      
 
    Two statues served as columns that framed the entrance to the Mountain. Both of them were at least two miles tall. He had to throw his head back so much that his neck cracked in order to look at such huge creations. 
 
    Of course, they were two dwarves. One of them held a hammer and looked like an artisan, and the second held an axe and was a warrior. Their heavy, stone faces oversaw the valley spread out at their pedestals. Stern, they both looked like the guardians of the tranquility of the Ruby Mountain and like living proof that Alba-udun was right. In the chips and scars on these ancient sculptures, in their lifeless stares, in their powerful hands clutching their tool and weapon, Hadjar saw and felt something more than just the beauty of these decorations. These sculptures were akin to a cry sent out into eternity: ‘We were here.’ ‘We lived here.’ ‘We fought.’ ‘We worked.’ ‘Remember us when we are gone.’ 
 
    “Don’t look at them for long.” Albadurt brought Hadjar out of a kind of trance. “Don’t let the Stone Ancestors take you with them. Your time hasn’t come yet, Mad General.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the dwarf and raised an eyebrow slightly. 
 
    “That singer told me, over a mug of excellent rum, that you couldn’t leave until the last drop of the blood of the one who wasn’t born is spilled.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. The almost-forgotten words of the Tree of Life echoed in his memory, ‘You’ll meet your death at the hands of the one who wasn’t born.’ 
 
    “Did that bard tell you anything else?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he shrugged nonchalantly. “But, by the Stone Ancestors and their Hammers, he was the first and last beardless one who could drink me under the table. By the end of that night, I was so drunk that I could barely remember my own name, let alone his tales.” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to the statues. The illusion disappeared and now he only saw two insanely ancient statues that had already crumbled in places. 
 
    “I wonder how drunk he was to claim that you would have to fight ‘the one who wasn’t born.’ How can you fight against someone who wasn’t born? Everything in this world is born and dies, which is what our sages carved on anvils, so that we, the youth, wouldn’t forget that stone and fire also give life.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hadjar agreed. “It really doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Alba-udun started talking about something else, but Hadjar wasn’t listening. He was too busy staring at something that he had never expected to see in this world where power, magic, and the path of cultivation ruled everything — truly advanced technology. 
 
    The dwarves mainly lived inside the mountain, but the scarlet and black-colored outside of it wasn’t empty: countless houses, built from iron sheets, dotted its slopes like mushrooms after the rain. Connected by a tangle of various pipes, they, oddly enough, didn’t have any stairs. Instead, billowing with whitish smoke, something akin to skyports was attached to the foot of their doors. Only in this case, it wasn’t magic-powered wooden ships with white sails that flew up to the houses. The first word that came to Hadjar’s mind, since he wasn’t all that knowledgeable when it came to technology, was gliders — some kind of steel tubes, from nine to ten feet long, with cabins that somewhat resembled the cabins of fighter jets from World War One. As they had no glass to obscure the view, it was easy to see that they were equipped with a lot of buttons, levers, something like a steering wheel, and even a trigger. The gun barrels were located underneath the fuselages of the gliders, and were most often double-barreled. 
 
    “These are-” 
 
    “Foreigners,” Albadurt explained. “The agreement of the Stone Ancestors forbids dwarves from trying to dominate the skies, which are the domain of our friends, the dragons. But the sages of the past found a loophole. So, now those whom we pay to protect our heavens live on the slopes of our house.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gustaf snorted. “They keep everyone else away. Those iron arrows, which are controlled from the inside, are terrible machines, Hadjar. It’s because of them that we didn’t see a single flying ship during this entire journey.” 
 
    It was only then that Hadjar realized he was right. After spending so much time in the seven Empires, he’d gotten used to the fact that the sky was constantly filled with the single-person boats of wealthy cultivators, the merchant ships of companies, or even warships. It had gotten to the point that he’d stopped paying attention to them. But in the valley around the Ruby Mountain, and on the way to it, not a single sky vessel was visible. 
 
    “One such iron arrow carries up to ten thousand steel balls,” Gustaf continued. “I personally witnessed a single person destroy an entire three-deck battleship while driving one of those demonic things. Even a volley from its one hundred and twenty cannons couldn’t do anything to that hunk of iron. The cannons are simply not designed to hit such a small target.” 
 
    It was hard to argue with that assessment. Human skyships were used mainly for sieges or to provide artillery support in battles. When they fought in air battles, they fought against opponents of equal size. A small glider would be able to pass through a salvo from even ‘The Fury of the Mortal Skies’ like a needle through a sieve, without encountering even the slightest bit of resistance. 
 
    “It’s nice to hear such words coming from an archer.” Albadurt broke out into a wide grin, “It’s a pity our iron birds can’t fly far, otherwise-” 
 
    “Damn it!” Gustaf suddenly jumped to his feet, demonstrating an unusual amount of vigor. “That’s what makes a cultivator an archer!” He held out his bow and an arrow. “It’s an honest art that requires centuries of hard training. Even for a mortal, it takes years to learn how to manage a bowstring and an arrow well enough to kill a deer for their dinner! And you… You short-legged monsters! You fill a thing with steel, then press a lever and take a life! There is no honor in that! There are no principles of the Ancestors! It casts shame upon the names of the forefathers who, thanks to the bow and arrow, snatched life from the clutches of death! If I hear you say that your pistols or iron birds make you true long-ranged fighters, by the names of my ancestors, even if I have to lay down my life to do it, I’ll tear your tongue out of your mouth!” 
 
    With these parting words, Gustaf jumped off the roof of the stagecoach and, deftly diving back inside of it, disappeared. Hadjar didn’t know how the dwarf would react to such an unexpected and fervent tirade, but he just grunted with satisfaction and struck his knee with a fist: 
 
    “I respect him. He isn’t just a tool. He isn’t a spineless pushover.” 
 
    Hadjar was beginning to think that Albadurt wasn’t as simple as he wanted to appear. He also suspected that the dwarf was already well aware of the opinion of the archers regarding those who used technology instead of the invention of the forefathers. 
 
    However, when they passed by the huge statues and found themselves inside the mountain, even these thoughts fled Hadjar’s mind. For a moment, it was like he had returned to Earth… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1317 
 
      
 
    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Abraham nudged Hadjar lightly in the side. 
 
    They had hopped off the roof of the stagecoach and were standing on... an actual road inside the mountain. And what’s more, what had caught his attention wasn’t just the highway, along which, heading toward the customs terminals, the procession of guests had been divided into endless queues… An incredible number of threads, which somewhat resembled wires, hung over the heads of those walking along the road. Small glass cones hung from them, inside of which crystals shone with a delicate, white light. This wasn’t electricity, but rather, some kind of special magic closely intertwined with technology, since Hadjar had never seen magical energy transmitted through wires before. The light being emitted by the strange bulbs was more than enough to light up the inside of the mountain. 
 
    Hadjar hadn’t called it a road just because there were various carriages and carts moving along it. It had a good sidewalk with a high curb, and was made of a material somewhat similar to asphalt. Most of the vehicles traversing it resembled a strange hybrid of cars from the early twentieth century and the mechanical horse that Abraham had. 
 
    Mostly three-wheeled, they were loud, bulky, and self-propelled carts that stank of black smoke. They had iron suspensions and engines full of all sorts of gears, levers, madly spinning cylinders, and other things Hadjar couldn’t name. 
 
    He had never been too well versed in mechanical things, as he hadn’t needed to be. He had known how to turn on his laptop and which buttons to press, but the internal structure of it wasn’t something he’d had to think about back then. He hadn’t even known how planes flew, or how cars functioned. 
 
    As far as he could tell from the avenue, the mountain had a complex multi-level system. The higher they were, the better the houses looked, and the lower... Well, there were some workshops, mine entrances, and slaughterhouses there. 
 
    The houses on the first levels were made of stone, with a maximum of three floors, and were no different from those that could be found in any city of the seven Empires. But the higher up he looked, the more Hadjar felt like he was dreaming. If his eyes weren’t deceiving him, somewhere near the very top, there were several glass-and-steel towers, which were incredible, but painfully reminiscent of the skyscrapers back on Earth. 
 
    The local ‘sky’ was filled with bridges, mechanical, automated roads that transported various goods, and cable cars, along which materials and goods were also moved. The mountain resembled a living, breathing anthill. 
 
    The horns of cars could be heard, people were shouting, and the authorities wearing various uniforms were walking along the sidewalks. They occasionally saw the Udun. They were quite recognizable thanks to their lack of armor, metallic-colored skin, and slightly glowing eyes. They would meet Albadurt’s gaze, spit at their feet, and then hurry away. The dwarf, for his part, looked down on his fellow Udun with arrogance and pride. 
 
    “Don’t stare,” Guy whispered, adjusting his mask. “They don’t like that here.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Abraham waved his hand. “These are carts without horses, houses made of glass, and light from flasks. That is how all the wandering minstrels describe the Ruby Mountain. Magic without magic. The dwarves call it the science of the earth.” 
 
    “The Earth?” Hadjar twitched. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Abraham shrugged. “It’s knowledge about the properties of metals, various minerals, fire, and everything else that they possess here. Everything that they get from the earth.” 
 
    “Got it,” Hadjar breathed a sigh of relief. It was probably just nerves... and also the memory of Helmer speaking in Russian. 
 
    “Is there any other?” Abraham asked in genuine surprise. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to answer him. They were approaching a terminal — a kind of stand with a long, iron barrier covered with magic runes, which blocked the entrance into the mountain city. There were at least forty such barriers that he could see. There was one armored dwarf and one Udun standing next to each of them. Apparently, this was enough to ensure the security of the city. 
 
    “Of course there is another earth,” a dry, elderly voice said. It was slightly reminiscent of sand, as if Hadjar was somewhere near the Sea of Sand. 
 
    An old dwarf approached the stagecoach. He was wearing a white robe, with a stone staff in his hands. He was slightly hunched, which made him seem even shorter than the rest of the dwarves. His once thick hair and beard had thinned and were now so gray that they seemed transparent. His wrinkled face resembled a wet stone that had been buffeted by sandy winds for centuries. His deep wrinkles looked more like cracks in rocks than folds of skin. But even with all of that, some inner power radiated from the dwarf, and the outlines of once mighty muscles were visible in his bony arms. His eyes were green and bright, like precious stones, reflecting the splendor of what he had been in his prime. 
 
    “Sage.” Albadurt, who had jumped down, bowed. He crossed his fists and slammed them against his shoulders. “It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “Young Udun,” the old man smiled approvingly. “What unusual company for Abraham Shensie to be keeping.” 
 
    “Dabladurt.” The smuggler tipped his hat, “May your days be-” 
 
    Albadurt didn’t let him finish. Demonstrating unusual speed, he drew his axes and, rushing past the dumbfounded Guy, Gustaf, and Itia, jumped up to land next to Abraham and then placed the blades of his weapons against his throat. 
 
    “How dare you speak the name of the wisest Dabladurt with your filthy lips, you lowly thief!” 
 
    “Young Udun.” The old dwarf’s stone staff thudded against the ground, “Don’t embarrass me in front of an old friend.” 
 
    “But...” Albadurt looked from Dabladurt to Abraham and back, completely dumbfounded. 
 
    “Listen to your elders, young man.” Abraham smiled roguishly and, pushing the blades of the dwarf’s axes away, went up to the old dwarf and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Hello, my friend,” he greeted him happily. “May the arches above you always be strong.” 
 
    “Never get sick, you old scoundrel.” Dabladurt patted Abraham on the back. 
 
    Alba-udun was shocked. 
 
    “I see you have someone new with you.” The old dwarf looked at Hadjar. Their eyes met and Hadjar felt as if he had been read like an open book. The dwarf had learned everything about him in an instant. “Dag-lad said that you would come with Abraham here, but I was hoping that you would do so later.” 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    The old man smiled, and then waved his hand in the direction of an outpost. 
 
    “Come on,” he urged. “My wife is already making moss tea, and it should only be drunk fresh. You should get some rest after being on the road for so long. All business can wait.” 
 
    “By the great Stone Ancestors,” Alba-udun whispered in awe. “Am I really going to visit Dabladurt’s abode? The home of the Master of the Masters, the Eden of the Edeens!” 
 
    Hadjar had no idea what the dwarf was talking about, but he knew one thing for sure: he did not share Albadurt’s joy about being in the old dwarf’s company. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1318 
 
      
 
    “How far up are we?” Hadjar asked as he carefully stepped on the very edge of the mechanical platform and then looked at the city spread out below them. 
 
    The magic lights merged into an incredible tangle of wires and crystal bulbs. It was like a web, under which an anthill of iron and stone was bustling. The squad, their stagecoach, their mechanical horse, and the two dwarves as well, were now walking above it all. 
 
    Abraham was discussing something with Dabladurt and Alba-udun in the dwarven language. The latter was looking at the old dwarf with an expression that made it seem like he had met some legendary hero from a long-forgotten epic. 
 
    “At least seven miles,” Guy said. He was standing so close to the edge of the platform that it seemed like he was about to fall off it. “Death is close here, stranger, more than in any other place.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at him: he wore some rags and old cavalry boots. His battered artifact armor fit so poorly into his spatial artifact/medallion that sometimes flashes of steel crawled across his body. 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to him,” Itia interjected flippantly. “He has his own score to settle with the bony one.” 
 
    Hadjar shifted his gaze to her. Itia was tall, statuesque, with thick hair, and wise, but slightly dull eyes. Only grown women had such eyes. They’d seen more in their lives than most men. Not because they didn’t look, but because they couldn’t see. 
 
    “Tened will be fine,” Hadjar said for no particular reason. Perhaps he wanted to ease Itia’s pain a little because he felt sorry for her. Or maybe he felt sorry for himself… 
 
    After many decades of wandering this world, feeling like someone was about to stab a knife between his shoulder blades at any moment, Abraham’s squad had become the first people in a long time whom Hadjar could trust with relative confidence. And in the martial arts world, trust was worth more than the Heavens and the Earth could offer. 
 
    “Are you comforting me, stranger?” Itia was a little surprised. “I don’t need your words of comfort. I lived in this world before your grandmother first saw your grandfather, and I’ll keep living in it after vultures peck out your eyes. So don’t think that you can patronize me.” 
 
    Hadjar bowed slightly. “I’m sorry,” he replied sincerely. 
 
    After a moment’s pause, Itia laughed. “You’re so trusting! I was just messing with you. Don’t pay any attention to me.” 
 
    But her eyes remained the same… 
 
    “As I told you before, Guy... Well, if he wants to, he’ll tell you about it himself. If you offer him a jug of Evelor mead, I think he’ll tell you every detail of his story.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t suffer from gnawing curiosity, so he just made a note of this information and filed it away. 
 
    The platform rose higher and higher. Streets, low houses with fences and guards, and strange shops flashed by. The available space grew smaller and smaller as the mountain narrowed. 
 
    In some ways, the platform resembled a similar one he’d seen before in Dahanatan, only it had been magical, and not technological. The difference was that in the capital of Darnassus, it had been powered by magic runes and crystals, and the dwarves had a very complex system of counterweights, some kind of colored steam-puffing boilers, and countless gears. 
 
    “Hmm…” Hadjar jerked in surprise as Itia’s fingers ran through his hair. “I thought it was just a grayish color, but it’s actually gray.” Hadjar didn’t answer her. “And you’re still so young, too,” she sighed. “I can sense that you aren’t even ten centuries old yet.” 
 
    Ten centuries... The stronger a cultivator became, the more their perception of time blurred. What seemed like an eternity to a mortal was only a brief moment to a cultivator of a high level. 
 
    “Everyone gets to be young, dear Itia,” the old dwarf said. “But not everyone gets to be old. So, perhaps it’s worth admiring when they reach old age.” 
 
    The platform slowed down and the old dwarf got off at a short street, which was crowned by a low fence made of forged steel. The bars depicted the figures of — probably — famous dwarves and the feats that they had performed. 
 
    Guy got off last and after he did, the platform, surprisingly, moved horizontally and flew off in an unknown direction. 
 
    Hadjar looked down from the cliff. He saw at least fifty platforms in just a few seconds. They all raced along their own trajectories, but they had one thing in common: only a few of them ever rose to the level at which they were now. And none of them rose higher, where several towers of murky glass and steel were located. 
 
    “What is Dabladurt?” Hadjar asked Gustaf, who was walking along next to him. He presumed that this wasn’t the first time the squad had visited the old dwarf’s house, and that thanks to Dabladurt’s patronage, Abraham could do... Well, whatever he did here. 
 
    “He’s an Eden,” the young man replied in a whisper, “The one who teaches Edeens.” 
 
    “Eden and Edeens... Albadurt mentioned those.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gustaf nodded. “That’s right. Edeens are the local... Well, I don’t even know… They aren’t mages or scholars... They’re closer to shamans, I suppose. Those who know stones. They know how to find a new ore vein. They can melt steel with their bare hands and forge a magic artifact from it without any devices. Edeens are a revered class in the Ruby Mountain. Thanks to them, the dwarves thrive. An Eden is the one who teaches Edeens the art of talking to the stones and the earth. That’s why old Dabladurt is one of those dwarves who has as much influence as the leader of the dominant party.” 
 
    Hadjar instantly filed that away for later use. ‘One of those…’ He hated schemes, but he guessed that he would have to deal with a few sooner or later. The wound left behind by the poisoned dagger was proof enough of that. 
 
    “Come in.” Dabladurt held the steel gate open with his staff, letting the guests into the courtyard of a large, two-story house. 
 
    The stagecoach was parked on the road nearby. There was nothing else on the street except for the Eden’s house. 
 
    Hadjar crossed the threshold of the courtyard and… 
 
    “Fucking hell!” Was all he could say before his entire body was covered in a layer of stone. Damn dwarves… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1319 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had been imprisoned more often than he cared to remember. It was just how his life was, resembling a short run from one cell to another. But he’d never been in a cell that just his body and consciousness could fit inside of. The stone cage Dabladurt had locked him in was completely restraining his movements and even his thoughts had become slow, as if they’d gotten stuck in molasses. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this, old friend?” Abraham asked, lightly adjusting his saber and dagger. 
 
    Casting quick glances at Hadjar and the Eden, Alba-udun made the right decision, albeit with a heavy sigh. He drew his axes and stood in front of the old dwarf, protecting him from the humans who had already gone inside the courtyard. A good choice… In this fucked up world, you needed to support your own whenever possible, unless they had truly done something heinous. 
 
    “Go into the house, you little scoundrel.” The old dwarf’s eyes shone a little, and sparks of bloody mischief lit up in his square pupils. It was as if he were a young warrior who was about to have a grand fight. “With the stones and the rocks as my witnesses, I won’t harm your companion.” 
 
    The mountain seemed to shudder a little, as if sighing, and then continued to contemplate eternity in peace. 
 
    “Okay,” Abraham answered easily. Apparently, the Eden’s word was enough for him. “But don’t forget that he’s in my squad, old friend. So if anything-” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the old dwarf shook his head. “I just need to have a little chat with him, Abraham. Young Udun, go into the house as well. You don’t want to hear this conversation anyway. It isn’t for ordinary folk.” 
 
    Hadjar was now unnerved. 
 
    Abraham looked from the stone statue to the old dwarf, then back again, and finally nodded curtly. 
 
    “Okay.” He waved his hand in the direction of the marble porch. “I hope Dabladurt hasn’t finished that last bottle of his famous mushroom tincture.” 
 
    Alba-udun, now that he’d received permission from the Eden, rushed after him. Apparently, there really was something special about this mushroom tincture. After letting the young warrior rush past him, Abraham turned around and once again met the old dwarf’s eyes. 
 
    “We have an understanding,” he said without a trace of his usual roguishness and closed the door behind him. 
 
    The old dwarf sighed, shook his head, and stood in front of Hadjar. Despite the layer of stone covering him, he could still see what was happening in front of him. Strangely, his muddled thoughts weren’t about his imprisonment and this strange magic, but about how nicely the dwarf’s garden was decorated. 
 
    It wasn’t decorated with flowers, as it might’ve seemed at first glance, but with crystals and stones shaped like flowers. Moreover, they were so finely sculpted that it was nearly impossible to distinguish the thin veins on the leaves of the ferns or the dew drops on the ripe fruits of the fruit trees from the genuine article. 
 
    “Are you still conscious?” Dabladurt was surprised. His face turned into an oily blur. “That’s a feat worthy of respect, North Wind. My Master, who achieved Immortality, used this Technique to bind even Heaven Kings... How deep are your scars and how strong is your will if you can still hear and be aware of yourself?” 
 
    The old dwarf was saying something else, but his words were stuck in the air like heavy clusters of insects, something almost tangible, but no longer understandable to him. Hadjar’s eyelids were getting heavy. They sank lower and lower. A dream, as heavy as a stone, pressed down on Hadjar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dabladurt, the Eden of the last two eras, had heard stories from his great-grandfather, who had heard stories from his grandfather, about the time when the armies of the Nameless World, of all races and classes, wizards and warriors alike, had gone to Wind Rose Mountain, led by the Master of Almost All Words, the Great Sage Ash, to fight against the Black General. Standing on that mountain, he’d fought against the armies of mortals, gods, Fae, and demons all on his own. Those who’d followed him in his first war had remained behind in the North Wind Country, to which the Black General had sealed the entrance. 
 
    “I wanted their last days to be filled with peace and quiet,” someone said. 
 
    Listening to the stories of his great-grandfather, Dabladurt had both admired and feared the Black General. How powerful did a being have to be to fight against the four worlds while standing at the top of the Nameless World? How terrible did he have to be to want to destroy everything that existed, to burn the World River, and the fabric of time itself? To reduce everything that had been, was, and would be to dust, and to destroy that remaining dust itself, leaving only a frightening nothingness behind that was impossible to comprehend or imagine, even by the Jasper Emperor. Only the creatures of the world between, who lived in nothingness, were capable of comprehending such a thing. 
 
    “These days have become epochs,” Dabladurt replied. 
 
    He was no longer afraid. Standing under the torrential, dark rain, instead of a terrible monster or a mighty warrior, he saw an old man. 
 
    He was exhausted and worn out, wet and cold, trying to keep the last dregs of heat close to his body by wrapping his leaky cloak more tightly around himself. It somewhat resembled the cloak from the stories of his great-grandfather, the ones about Ash and his cloak, the one woven from the memories of the wind. 
 
    “Epochs of imprisonment,” the Black General corrected him. “But everything comes to an end, little dwarf. The imprisonment of the descendants of those who followed me is over. They can sleep peacefully now.” 
 
    “No one can sleep well, Enemy. Everyone will be judged and rewarded according to their merits. In the next life, the sins of the past will be-” 
 
    “Well, if you truly believe that,” the Black General interrupted him with a shrug, “Then so be it. In my experience, all that talk about retribution and rewards after death is only a consolation for the living, so that they can believe that justice will come one day and the weak will be able to match the strong at least somewhere, but... The Nameless World is only for the strong, little dwarf.” 
 
    “Is that why you wanted to destroy it?” 
 
    The Black General didn’t respond. He silently looked up at the dark sky, as if trying to find something in it that had escaped his gaze. 
 
    “Why have you come here, little dwarf? Why did you call upon the stone with True Words, forcing it to do what it doesn’t want to do?” The Black General nodded at Dabladurt’s hand, which he instantly hid in the folds of his cassock. However, the black stain that covered his hand could no longer be hidden. “The earth remembers, little dwarf. The earth knows. It remembers how your glorious ancestor led the dwarves, joining me in my attack on the Seventh Heaven.” 
 
    “And he paid for it with his life,” Dabladurt spat, “And the dwarves paid for it with their freedom! Long ago, we built fortresses of unprecedented beauty! We sailed the seas and flew across the sky, but the gods cursed us to suffer under the earth, upon which we shed blood for the glory of your name.” 
 
    “For the glory of freedom, little dwarf, not for my name, but for freedom. The freedom that everyone is trying to reach.” 
 
    “That’s a lie!” The Eden exclaimed fervently. He swung his stone staff and pointed it at the Black General. “The Stone Ancestors see and hear that you came to the threshold of my house by the providence of fate itself! I’ll destroy this mortal fragment of your soul and you’ll never leave the Mountain of Skulls, that perversion of the once beautiful Wind Rose Mountain, the grave of my great ancestor!” 
 
    The magic of the True Words swirled around Dabladurt. His power flowed through his meridians. The stone staff in his hands turned into a stone halberd. The dwarf became a giant touching the sky itself. His stone armor shone brighter than molten magma, and his voice thundered over the vast land. 
 
    “I’ll destroy you-” 
 
    “You made a mistake, you brave bastard,” the Black General interrupted him in the same bored, indifferent tone he’d used since the start. “You came between my glorious descendant and his unborn child.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What an interesting way to commit suicide.” 
 
    The last thing Dabladurt saw was the chains that bound the monster, and then he was forcefully pulled out of Hadjar Darkhan’s soul world. 
 
    “How is this possible?” 
 
    A mighty dragon roar shook the Ruby Mountain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tash’Magan snatched up her nearly fallen glass at the last second. 
 
    “He’s here,” she said. “What a tenacious man…” 
 
    There were sparks of joy and relief in Princess Tened’s eyes, but she was able to extinguish them faster than Tash could notice them. 
 
    ‘Praise be to the High Heavens’ was all the Princess could think, even though it was her poisoned dagger that had almost sent the Ruby Hero to the Great Ancestor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1320 
 
      
 
    “How is this possible?” Dabladurt whispered again. 
 
    His Technique, based on True Words, should’ve easily shackled the movements and will of this strange young Lord who wasn’t even a thousand years old. However, his bright blue eyes were staring at him, burning with barely restrained rage. 
 
    Dabladurt desperately wanted to find any excuse for his impulse to strike the stone floor with his staff, to summon his eternal power, to assume the true form of a stone giant, and turn the living prison of the Enemy to dust. But, alas… The current Eden of the Ruby Mountain didn’t see even a shadow of the monster from the distant past in Hadjar’s rage-filled glare, only a burning desire for battle, ardent excitement, and anger — the purest of emotions, in which there was no darkness that could act as a shroud for the Black General. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what your motives were, old wizard,” Hadjar growled through clenched teeth, “But you should do your best to come up with at least some excuse.” 
 
    Behind Dabladurt, Abraham’s people and Alba-udun rushed out of the house. The dwarf warrior immediately drew his axes and his green rope tattoos lit up across his body. 
 
    “Come to your senses, Hadjar!” He shouted. “Don’t make me-” 
 
    “Oh, don’t make me do this, dwarf.” Abraham, demonstrating that there were still sparks of flame left in his old body, appeared behind the dwarf so smoothly and quickly that even Hadjar only managed to notice the afterimage of his movements. It was a Heaven Emperor level movement… However, that was unlikely. Abraham had never radiated an aura stronger than a mid-stage Nameless. “When it’s a one-on-one fight, the rest of us shouldn’t interfere.” 
 
    “To you, I’m Alba-udun, you thieving bastard,” the dwarf spat and tried to take a step forward, but his throat bumped into the blade of Abraham’s dagger. 
 
    “Think twice, dwarf, before you take that next step. Don’t get me wrong, I like you, but I like the stranger more.” 
 
    “Filthy sodomite!” 
 
    Abraham didn’t even react to that provocation. 
 
    Hadjar and Dabladurt kept staring at each other. Hadjar had no idea what the dwarf had been doing inside his soul, but guessed it was somehow connected to the fragment of the first Darkhan’s soul. By the High Heavens, what wasn’t connected to him at this point? 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “I have an answer for you,” Dabladurt finally responded. 
 
    Hadjar was shocked. 
 
    “What kind of language is that?” Guy frowned. “It doesn’t sound like dwarven.... It’s a little like the dead language of Havladar, but that country has been gone for ten epochs.” 
 
    “Wisest Eden?” The tattoos on the dwarf’s body faded a little, and the fierce green flame died out in his eyes. “Why do I sense evil coming from this language?” 
 
    “How do you know this language?” Hadjar asked, without moving his sword away from the old dwarf’s throat. 
 
    The fact that the dwarf had just spoken the language of the North Wind Country didn’t negate the fact that he had been digging around in Hadjar’s soul. 
 
    “You should study your enemy as carefully as you study your wife,” the dwarf replied, “Because they are closest to your back. I wanted to destroy the shard of the Black General in your soul, little warrior, and free you from the burden-” 
 
    “That’s a lie!” 
 
    “More like a half-truth,” the dwarf shrugged. “I…” 
 
    “Is anyone surprised that the stranger can talk in the same language as our old booze master?” Abraham asked loud enough for everyone to hear, “Personally, I’m not.” 
 
    The rest agreed with a chorus of whispers. 
 
    “...Have my own reasons,” Dabladurt continued, as if not noticing the conversation behind him, “For trying to destroy the Black General’s soul fragment, and there’s no need for you to know about them.” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. He sensed that the dwarf was telling the truth. Well, as far as ancient creatures could even tell the truth. They’d all more or less reached the heights of true enlightenment when it came to the art of bending the truth. 
 
    “Will you put away your sword, young warrior?” Dabladurt asked in the common language. “I’m too old for this, I must admit. By the way, your truly draconic roar attracted a lot of attention. Even the ladies from the Ruby Palace who were a couple of days ahead of you noticed.” 
 
    “Tened...” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The fate of his wife and child depended on the wellbeing of the dragon Princess. Hadjar didn’t care about the fact his life also depended on it. He had already stepped on many toes and had gotten himself covered in blood to his very soul, but his child deserved better than to perish in the ice coffin because of his father’s temper. His sword slid back into its scabbard. 
 
    “Any other attempts on my life will-” 
 
    “-end with your death, little warrior.” Power flashed in Dabladurt’s eyes, pressing down like a mountain on Hadjar’s shoulders. His knees wanted to buckle, but he withstood the pressure. “Don’t confuse hospitality with weakness, human.” 
 
    “Human?” Gustaf asked. “Isn’t our stranger a halfbreed?” 
 
    “Halfbreed?” Alba-udun snorted. “If Hadjar-dan is a halfbreed, my axe is a spoon you feed babies with.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s a Mountain Giant baby…” Abraham suggested. 
 
    Hadjar sighed heavily. Why couldn’t there ever be a simple path for him to follow? Something like… ‘He came, saved a Princess from a dragon, made love to her at the entrance of the dragon’s lair, killed her evil stepmother, put the head of the latter on a spear, and then returned to his homeland with treasure and a grateful princess in tow.’ Was that truly too much to ask? 
 
    “Let’s go inside.” Dabladurt went toward the porch, leaning on his stone staff, as if nothing had happened. “We need to discuss how to kill the dragon Princess and her escort before they kill our leader.” 
 
    “Aren’t you at the head of the conspiracy against him, old friend?” Abraham was picking his teeth with his dagger. 
 
    “That undoubtedly complicates things, yes.” The Eden nodded. 
 
    An evil stepmother… Treasure… That would be so nice... 
 
    Hadjar took a step forward and suddenly heard: 
 
    “It would be quite lovely...” 
 
    How was the Black General able to communicate with him from the depths of his dungeon? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1321 
 
      
 
    The interior of Dabladurt’s house looked like the home of any respectable dwarf who was involved in shamanism should. Having felt the Eden’s power firsthand, Hadjar couldn’t call it magic. In the dwarf’s Technique (or whatever the dwarves called it), he hadn’t sensed any internal or external energy, only a very deep power over True Words. 
 
    Dabladurt’s home was a kind of spatial artifact. The air was saturated with the magic of space. He wondered how many things could fit inside a house that looked very small from the outside, but contained an entire estate on the inside. 
 
    The entrance hall, which was so large that it could’ve easily been mistaken for a ballroom, was surprisingly rather cramped: there were ancient things scattered about everywhere, smelling of dampness, dust, and time: books, scrolls, clay tablets, even skeins of nodular writing. 
 
    Once upon a time, back when he’d still lived in Lidus, South Wind had tried to teach Hadjar the art of communication with knots on ropes, but it had turned into a fiasco. Of course, his neural network had remembered everything, but Hadjar couldn’t form even a single sentence without its help. 
 
    There were also some strange paintings hanging on the walls. Looking at them from afar, it seemed like they were painted, but once you got a little closer, it turned out that they were actually masterpiece mosaics. Each element of the complex, multicolored ‘puzzles’ had been perfectly fitted to each other. 
 
    “Those are gifts,” a voice came from behind him. “I’d rather spend drops on books or good ink, but my compatriots think that if they give me an expensive gift, it’ll change something about our relationship.” 
 
    Hadjar moved his fingers to a couple of inches above the surface of the mosaics to make sure that they really weren’t just simple stones. 
 
    He’d been right. They were indeed gems of all kinds: emeralds, rubies, topazes, diamonds, and pieces of jade. Each was of the highest cut and as pure as the driven snow. Moreover, each stone had a magical property that raised its value to some truly unimaginable heights. In the Ruby Palace, you could get a dozen drops for just one such stone, and in Dahanatan, you could buy a whole palace for it. Hadjar sighed and moved his hand away, shaking his head. The Nameless World was truly vast and amazing. 
 
    “Corruption,” Hadjar grinned. “Even in the perfect society of the mountain dwarves.” 
 
    “No one is claiming that our society is perfect,” Dabladurt shrugged. “But, despite our differences in politics and way of life, we’re united by a single goal and the whole of our society works for the benefit of each of its members. This is what has allowed us to survive for countless epochs while the civilizations of other races have risen and fallen like the grass in spring and autumn.” 
 
    Someone bit into an apple loudly. Stepping over books and scrolls, Abraham approached the mosaic. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s definitely why,” he said, “And, perhaps, also because of the fact that you supply weapons and artifacts to every side of every conflict. Not just to those who pay you the most, either, but to everyone, so no one ends up fighting you.” 
 
    “We’ve already fought a lot, you little rascal,” the old dwarf retorted in a stern tone. “Enough small talk. Abraham, Hadjar, I’d have been happy to receive you as simple guests in my home, but we were brought together by a matter of extreme importance: the wellbeing of the two largest regions in the Nameless World and the survival of my people are at stake.” 
 
    The old dwarf turned around and, easily maneuvering between stacks of books, scrolls, and passing by pillars that had artifacts resting on them, piles of rune-inscribed bones, chests filled with drained monster Cores (this was Hadjar’s first time seeing something like this. Usually, if you extracted energy from a Core, it would simply crumble to dust, but there they were, empty and whole,) and led the group out into the corridor. 
 
    “That picture is so cool,” Abraham whispered. “I’ve always liked it.” 
 
    Hadjar turned around and looked at the mosaic with a parting glance. It depicted a warrior clad in black armor with hair the color of a shooting star. He was holding a sword in his hands and pointing it at something blurry and otherworldly. Even though it was only a ‘picture,’ he could still sense the power emanating from that blurry spot. 
 
    “They say it was created by the last of the seers, back in the era when the dwarves didn’t live in this mountain,” Abraham continued. “When they first came here, they found this mosaic in the crypt where the seer took his own life.” 
 
    “A seer?” Hadjar knew that the Fae Queens were famous for this gift, but they could only vaguely see the future. Except for the Trees of Life, no one else could truly pierce the canvas of time, not since the seers of old had died out. 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “Well, that’s just one of the dwarves’ tales. Many of their youngsters go to the bowels of the mountain to find this tomb, but they usually only find-” 
 
    “-their deaths.” As if parodying Abraham, Alba-udun, who was walking next to him, took a bite out of an apple as well. 
 
    “Don’t you care about protecting your own home?” Hadjar was genuinely surprised. 
 
    “If I hadn’t fought you and recognized your sword, Hadjar-dan, I would’ve thought that you were trying to offend me.” He frowned. “Protecting their home is the duty of every person. After all these epochs, we were able to populate only a small part of the Ruby Mountain. There were creatures that lived inside the stones, lurked in the dark passages between the caves... Hadjar-dan, why do the dwarves need the Udun when we haven’t been at war with anyone for a long time?” 
 
    Hadjar stumbled. With everything that had happened in the last few hours, he had somehow completely missed this. It was clear why the soldiers were stationed at the outposts, but... There were usually no Udun there, just ordinary soldiers. The main force of the dwarves was concentrated inside the mountain. 
 
    “I hope that we won’t have to face any of those creatures, Hadjar.” Alba-udun glanced around and, while the old Eden wasn’t looking, threw his apple core into some, without a doubt, ancient and very valuable vase. “But since the dragon Princess and her dog have conspired with someone to kill the dwarven Princess and destroy my home... I can’t guarantee anything anymore. So, check your scabbard, Hadjar-dan. I feel like we’re in for an epic adventure in which, the Stone Ancestors willing, that despicable thief Shensie will end up going to his forefathers.” 
 
    “It’s very nice to hear that you’ve decided to pray for me, shorty,” Abraham winked, throwing his own apple core into the same vase. “I would reciprocate, but I don’t remember a single holy word.” 
 
    Alba-udun swore and Hadjar just shook his head wearily. 
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 Chapter 1322 
 
      
 
    The old dwarf led Abraham’s squad into a spacious room that wasn’t all that different from the previous one. It was also littered with various things that once again demonstrated the Eden’s immense love of knowledge and science. Unlike the previous room, however, there was an oak table right in the center of this one, made from the most ordinary of wood. 
 
    “He definitely has expensive taste,” Abraham snorted in amusement as he whispered this in the language of the Sea of Sand, which was somewhat surprising. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hadjar didn’t immediately get it. In Lidus, such wood wasn’t exactly abundant, but even a simple shepherd could afford such a table if they saved up for a couple of months. 
 
    “Think about it, stranger.” Pushing back a carved chair with his heel, Abraham sat down and cheekily threw his feet up on the table. Black goop, dust, dirt, and earth dripped down onto it slowly from his boots. “The dwarves don’t have trees in their mountain, especially the mortal kind, and the nearest mortal lands are a few years’ flight away on a good skyship.” 
 
    He was right. The concept of luxury was so specific: for some, it was chambers made of gold and white marble, and for others, it was a birch twig. But… 
 
    “Do you know about the Library of the Mage City?” 
 
    Abraham threw a quick, sidelong glance at him, “No mortal knows what’s written in the Book of Thousands, kid,” Abraham’s voice shifted to a serious tone for a moment, “But sometimes it seems to me like the one who writes in it has a very weird sense of humor.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to find out what Abraham meant by that. When they all sat down, Dabladurt hit the ground with his stone staff and a group of impressive dwarves came into the room through the door that stood across from the one they had used to enter. The new arrivals were of different ages, complexions, eye colors, and wore all sorts of clothes, but they were united by a few things: they all had the thickest mustaches, beards, and many tattoos. 
 
    “By the Stone Hammer and the Ever-Burning Forge!” Alba-udun whispered softly. With a shaking hand, he tried to hide the remnants of the apple he’d eaten in the folds of his clothes, but... realized that he had none he could use. Cursing, he looked around and found no better option than to throw them into Gustaf’s hood. The young man didn’t even notice, as his gaze was fixed on the only dwarf who was different from the other newcomers. 
 
    Hadjar had never seen female representatives of the dwarven people before. Obviously, they’d been around somewhere in the city, but he’d been too focused on the architecture and the unusual nature of this new area to notice them. 
 
    When the dwarves came to the table, this lady stood out like a lotus amongst toadstools. She was even shorter than the average male dwarf. And she was also incredibly feminine and attractive in her own way. Her broad shoulders, very narrow hips, and modest chest made her figure very harmonious. She had a sharp chin, with smooth cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes. Her thick hair fell across her shoulders like the branches of a weeping willow, emphasizing her sharp collarbones. Her thick eyebrows were slightly furrowed. She wasn’t dissatisfied with the company, but with her uncomfortable dress. She kept tugging at it with her elegant but strong fingers. Hadjar vividly imagined this lady easily throwing off her silk outfit embroidered with precious magic stones and getting into some leather armor with steel inserts. She’d wield a sword and a shield and would look at all enemies without a single shred of fear. 
 
    “Your Highness!” Alba-udun, whose face went through many expressions, jumped to his feet and knocked over his chair in the process. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Please forgive this young Udun,” the old Eden said. “Members of the royal family so rarely appear on the lower floors that-” 
 
    The girl raised her hand imperiously. Absolutely all sounds in the room ceased. Even Abraham stopped rocking in his chair. There was so much elegance and authority in that simple gesture. The girl easily evoked the image of Mab, the Fae Queen of the Winter Court. 
 
    “Young Udun,” The Princess nodded at him. “Like all the others gathered here, I’m part of a treacherous plot against the Leader Gadat-Glad.” 
 
    The leaders of the dwarves had the title ‘Glad’ attached to their names. It, like Udun, Eden, Edeen, and many other titles, had an untranslatable meaning that could be understood only by those born under the stone sky. 
 
    Alba-udun’s eyes opened wide, “I already swore an oath, my Princess, and-” 
 
    “That oath, like any other, was sworn to the Stone Throne, and not to the one who signs the papers and manages the treasury.” 
 
    Once upon a time, the dwarves, like the other societies, had been a regular monarchy. That’s how things had functioned until a dwarven king had succumbed to dementia, but still managed to live for three more epochs. Of course, someone had had to take care of business in his stead, and that’s how the leaders and their political parties had been formed. It wasn’t anything even remotely resembling those cute bedtime stories that had been given earlier. 
 
    Alba-udun frowned. His hands rested on the handles of his axes. His tattoos flashed on and off. The storm inside his soul was literally visible to the naked eye. The other dwarves also held their calloused palms on the hilts of their weapons. 
 
    “My Princess.” The dwarf bowed again. “Please, if you so choose, tell me why I should betray the leader, even though you say that this isn’t a betrayal, and help the royal family. If you don’t, in order to not dirty your hands with my blood, I’ll take my own life, right here and now.” 
 
    With that, Alba-udun drew one of his axes and placed it against the artery on his neck. Hadjar would’ve admired such a worthy and honorable act before, but now he could only think: 
 
    What an idiot! 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1323 
 
      
 
    “Alba-” Dabladurt began, but the Princess didn’t even have to raise her hand this time. Old Dabladurt fell silent as soon as the girl turned her head slightly toward him. 
 
    “Young Udun,” she began calmly, as if talking to an equal. “I’m not offering you an adventure or a business venture that isn’t pleasing to the Stone Ancestors.” 
 
    “I have to disagree, my Princess. That’s what it sounds like to me.” Albadurt’s gaze was heavy and his hand was strong. Hadjar had no doubt that if the conversation went in the wrong direction, the walls and floors would be covered in the dwarf’s blood. “I can’t go against you, that’s my oath. But I also don’t want to go against the leader, because that is my will. The dwarves are strong as long as they are united.” 
 
    “Exactly!” The Princess slammed her fist on the table. “But tell me, are the dwarves united? Is one dwarf separated from another by elevators? Is there so little air on the lower floors that our children are born with disabilities? Did officials steal from the treasury to buy palaces from phoenixes, dragons, or humans? Do our soldiers serve for the benefit of other peoples, returning home only for a short while every time? Did our excursions into the bowels of the mountain stop, as the Primordial Gnaberd bequeathed?” 
 
    After the Princess spoke those last few words, every dwarf made protection signs of their religion. Abraham tried to copy them, but, realizing that it was impossible, gave up and continued to sip booze from his flask. Guy, Gustaf, Itia, and Hadjar were sitting quietly and watching everything unfold. 
 
    “I know about the problems of the Ruby Mountain, my Princess,” Alba-udun’s gaze became even heavier. 
 
    “I know you know, Albadurt, Captain of the ten traitorous Udun.” 
 
    “Ten traitorous Udun?” Hadjar asked Abraham in a whisper. 
 
    The smuggler seemed to be well-versed in the political intricacies of the dwarven people. But even he, after taking his feet off the table, turned to their mutual acquaintance with surprise and a bit of respect showing in his gaze. 
 
    “Well, at least it’s now clear why he was stuck at a simple border outpost,” Guy whispered. “Death is close... And now I feel like it’s even closer.” 
 
    “He isn’t as boring as I thought,” Abraham said with a grin. “Ten Udun traitors attacked the leader of the Udun, the right hand of the Leader Gadat-Glad, who is perhaps the most corrupt official of the entire Ruby Mountain. I remember bringing him slaves recently, despite the fact that slavery is forbidden here. Any labor must be paid for and performed without coercion in this society,” Abraham explained in the language of the hermits. 
 
    Given Hadjar’s past, no one could be worse in his eyes than a slaver. But... That was all in the past. Abraham was surviving as best he could... Just like everyone else in this cruel world. 
 
    “The most disgusting thing, in my opinion,” the smuggler continued, “Is that Dagl-Uden is as closely related to the Udun as you or I.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Dagl-Uden simply bought his title from Gadat-Glad. He comes from a very successful family of miners, and he supported the leader in his election campaign with a weighty word and an even heavier purse. For hundreds of years, he has enjoyed the status of one of the Teachers of his people without earning it.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Dabladurt... Dabl-Eden, if one wanted to be official. It was hard to imagine that the equivalent of his post within the military was being held by a simple civil servant. Apparently, something was really rotten in this kingdom. 
 
    “I paid for that in full, my Princess,” Alba-udun snapped. “My nine brothers, my comrades in arms, with whom I shared my meals since I can remember my hands being able to hold a pickaxe, are now stone statues outside the Cave of Pride.” 
 
    “I promise to rectify that injustice, young Udun,” the Princess nodded. “When the time comes-” 
 
    “When the time comes,” Albadurt openly interrupted the heiress, which made even the Eden appear taken aback, “The leader will be overthrown. Not with a sword or an axe, but with a word. Those who are able to bring back the true spirit of our people will come and-” 
 
    “-and this is a noble desire, Alba-udun, and, by the Stone Ancestors, if your words could come true, I wouldn’t need to leave the halls of the House of Kings. But that isn’t the case.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my Princess, your words are just cinders flying out of the furnace. It burns my soul, but life has taught me that cinders aren’t always the same as the steel from which they have broken off.” 
 
    This particular metaphor made Hadjar’s head ache a little with confusion, but everything was apparently very clear to the rest. 
 
    “I see that you need proof, Captain Alba-udun. Well, I’ll tell you some names, and you’ll tell me if you know at least one of them. Do you know the respectable dwarf Taket-nadeen of the Nadeens who weave our clothes?” 
 
    “I don’t, my Princess. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “She was the head of the Nadeens’ association. Over the past three centuries, their wages have only been falling, working conditions have been deteriorating, and there is less and less air in their caves. And all the while, their Nadeen, the niece of the leader, has fun with her friends and relatives, whose chambers are full of fresh air, and their pay, which they receive for work that they don’t do, is equal to the overall income of the ordinary Nadeens. I can keep going... Do you know Gakhad-toom of the Tooms that make our food?” 
 
    “I don’t, but-” 
 
    “-His tale is similar to the tale of Taket-nadeen. His new Taom has recruited more fake workers than there are actual Tooms. Do you know Gladaburd? Do you know Pangdart, Leboburd, Ehadderd, Arbagard, Klats-Teklit, Ham-shaden, Pan-glot, and the one whose blood hasn’t even dried on my hands yet — Pan-Zadot?” 
 
    “Zadot?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “One of the most honorable jobs in the Ruby Mountain,” Abraham whispered. “It’s basically a scout. They wander through the labyrinths of passages and caves within the mountain in search of new ore veins. It’s insanely dangerous work. Every other Zadot doesn’t survive for more than half a century. However, without someone doing that sort of work, the dwarves will die out.” 
 
    “I don’t, my Princess.” 
 
    “Do you know what unites them, besides the fact that they all had the weight in their associations and spoke out against the leader?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1324 
 
    “I don’t, my Princess.” 
 
    Suddenly, the girl took out a sharp blade from the sleeve of her dress and slashed it across her palm: 
 
    “The World River is my witness. May the Stone Ancestors hear my words!”  Hadjar witnessed something he’d never seen before: the blood oath not only flashed with golden fire, but something else happened as well — the floor trembled and stone chips swirled in small tornadoes. “They were all killed by the leader and his men. Their relatives were sent to prison. But the worst thing is that their children were condemned to slavery, as a warning to other opponents of the regime.” 
 
    The wound on her hand instantly healed and was covered with a stone membrane, which, after a few moments, turned to dust. Alba-udun recoiled. His axe fell from his hands, and the dwarf collapsed to his knees. 
 
    “The Stone Ancestors have heard you, my Princess...” He whispered. “They have heard you... but how... How is this possible... The children of the mountain? ...Our children... our future... became slaves?” 
 
    “That’s right, Alba-udun,” the Princess’ dark eyes glowed brighter than ten thousand forges. “If my words aren’t enough to convince you, here are the heads, the best of the Teclites, Shadens, Glots, Tooms, and Nadeens. You can talk to every single one of them. They’ll tell you the same thing and swear an oath if they have to. All to save our people before it’s too late.” 
 
    Hadjar looked from Albadurt to Abraham. 
 
    “It turns out that Princess Tened and Tash’Magan made a deal with-” 
 
    “The leader of the dwarves,” Abraham nodded. “But I’m guessing that it wasn’t something they did personally, but-” 
 
    “The Dragon Emperor arranged it,” Hadjar finished for the rogue. “All of this is just another political game and nothing more.” 
 
    “Wow, stranger, you’re pretty smart! That’s good... A good brain is the only thing that will allow us to get out of here with our asses intact and with a full set of working limbs.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, my Princess? That we replace the leader with your family? That we make it so the mountain isn’t ruled by the people once again?” 
 
    “The mountain isn’t being ruled by the people right now, you fool,” one of the dwarves present couldn’t stand it and spoke up, but immediately fell silent again. 
 
    “I’m not suggesting that, Alba-udun,” the Princess shook her head. “When our plan succeeds, I will take power into my own hands, but only for one year and one day…” Hadjar twitched. One year and one day? Was it just his imagination, or was the hand of the Fae visible in this? “During this period, we’ll have enough time to enact laws that will be followed not only by ordinary dwarves, but also by those to whom we’ll give power. Uniform, common laws that apply to everyone. Immutable, like the stone upon which our earth stands. After that, free elections will be held, without property, gender, or age requirements. Everyone will be able to speak their mind. When it’s all over, the people will choose the one whose words will have the greatest weight in their eyes. I won’t promise you a sweet future, Alba-udun. It will be difficult. The Ruby Mountain is rotten on the inside. But only by uniting will we be able to overcome all the adversities that stand in our way and revive what our ancestors built and what we have lost through our own stupidity and weakness. I promise you that-” 
 
    “Promise me only one thing, Your Highness,” Alba-udun got up from his knees. His hands were gripping the handles of his axes so hard his knuckles turned white. His tattoos burned so brightly that they almost hurt to look upon. “Whatever happens... Whatever the outcome, Dagl-Uden’s head is mine.” 
 
    The Princess smiled so viciously that even Hadjar, who had seen a lot of scary things in his life, had goose bumps running up and down his spine. 
 
    “You have a deal, Alba-udun. When the time comes, you’ll meet your enemy in an honest fight in the Stone Ancestors’ arena. This is my promise to you.” 
 
    “Your promise,” Alba-udun bowed deeply. “Princess Edlet... No, my General Edlet the Stone Hammer, our homeland has been captured by the enemy, and I’ll go with you to fight this war of liberation.” 
 
    The dwarves at the table cheered. Some were banging their fists on the table, others were slapping each other on the back, and Hadjar… He was no longer the youngster who hadn’t understood why General Leen had done certain things for a long time. He had lived long enough and seen enough in this world to distinguish white from red, and shit from amber. His gut told him that it wasn’t by chance that Alba-udun had been stationed at the exact outpost through which Abraham’s squad had passed. The squad of the smuggler who knew all the horrible secrets of the officials of the Ruby Mountain and dealt with the Eden, who also knew all the dirtiest secrets of the ruling party and was one of the central figures in the plot against the leader, who’d engineered a plot against the Princess, who’d also arranged a plot against… Fucking shit! 
 
    But why were they making such a fuss about just one young dwarf? Hadjar was well-versed in not only military affairs, but also political intrigue, damn it all four times over. Any revolution, and this was a revolution, needed a symbol. And what symbol could possibly be better than the Captain of the ten martyrs who had been the first ‘sparks’ of this very revolution? 
 
    Hadjar’s gaze met the Eden’s. There was a glint of apprehension in them, which quickly faded to cold determination. Why had only one of the ten warriors survived? As Hadjar had already realized, an Udun wasn’t some meaningless noise you could drown out, but a very heavy weight. A heavy military weight. How had the young dwarf avoided death? Someone had warned him in advance. Someone who’d benefitted greatly from the fact that nine dwarves had died a martyr’s death, and the tenth, a symbol of everyone’s thirst for freedom and justice, had survived. He’d survived, but had been removed from the deck until he was needed in the form of a trump card or, most likely, a joker. Someone who could pass for all sorts of different cards. Someone who could be exchanged very profitably in the upcoming game. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the Princess. Did she know that everything that had happened had been the old Eden’s trick? She most likely did. She’d probably come up with the ploy herself. 
 
    Maybe Alba-udun’s words were passionate and true, full of honor and valor, but… Hadjar could only think once again: You poor fool… 
 
    Abraham cleared his throat and raised his hand: 
 
    “All of this is very touching and heroic, no doubt about it, but can someone tell us how we’re supposed to send the most protected person of the Ruby Mountain to your Stone Ancestors already?” 
 
    “Thank you for asking, Mr. Shensie,” the Princess nodded. “Tomorrow, the leader will go on a leisurely tour of the mountain with the Dragon Princess and the Hero of the Ruby. We’ll set up an ambush and kill them all.” 
 
    Hadjar swore. He hated schemes! 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1325 
 
      
 
    “I’m not complaining…” Abraham murmured and tore a wiggling, gooey creature off his face. It looked like a slug mixed with some unknown, predatory monster that had a round mouth full of sharp, but also extremely thin teeth that almost looked like threads more than anything. The size of a child’s fist, it would chomp down on faces, the backs of people’s hands, necks, and would even try to get in their hair. In other words, it loved to latch onto any place unprotected by armor. “…But, by the demons and gods, I would rather wander around the Port of the Dead again than keep sunbathing here.” 
 
    “Death is near, my friend,” Guy commented on the situation, as was his way. 
 
    “What do you see, Gustaf?” Itia ignored Abraham’s whining and turned to the archer. 
 
    Despite all his experience and considerable power, Hadjar had to strain to spot the archer who was hidden amongst all the rock formations near the wall of the stone ledge. Only the reflection of the tip of a poisoned arrow revealed where the young man was at the moment. 
 
    “Nothing. I don’t like this plan, Abraham. It stinks.” 
 
    “Everything smells bad here,” the smuggler replied, shaking off more slimy critters. “But yes, this plan really does look like an ill-conceived venture...” 
 
    Hadjar agreed with the rogue. What the Eden and Princess Edlet — whom Alba-udun now called General Stone Hammer — had come up with looked like an attempt to catch their target off guard, at best. 
 
    Moreover, for some odd reason, Abraham’s squad and Alba-udun had been assigned the role of the strike team. The smuggler had protested at first, but old Dabladurt had offered him something in a private conversation and Abraham had finally agreed after that. 
 
    Right now, all of them, except for the dwarf, who was waiting on a lower part of the slope, were located near a bend in the road within the Emerald Forest. A real forest. This mountain was mind-bogglingly huge. Its many wonders were truly extensive. That was why it wasn’t all that surprising that they really were in a forest. However, instead of trees, towering crystals jutted toward the ceiling here, with emeralds trapped within them. These emeralds were faceted and as large as an adult man’s palm. This forest, according to legends, had been planted by the first dwarf cutters. They’d used this place as a sort of gallery, attracting many foreign merchants by demonstrating their products. Subsequently, after the First Collapse, when several caves had collapsed in the Ruby Mountain and various creatures had crawled out of their depths, the Emerald Forest had been flooded with all sorts of monsters, including the ones who were very fond of Abraham. Later on, the forest had become a hunting ground where dwarf officials entertained important guests and showed off the art of their ancestors. 
 
    Considering the fact that this cave could easily fit half of Dahanatan inside of it, and the ceiling was high enough for a bird to fly comfortably… 
 
    “I see them!” Gustaf signaled. 
 
    The Emerald Forest was riddled with narrow hunting paths, along which ropes with protective talismans and spells had been placed, turning the hunts here into something more along the lines of a shooting gallery. 
 
    Thanks to easily-bribed, corrupt officials, Princess Edlet and old Dabladurt had been able to find out which of the many paths the leader would be taking with his guests. So, in theory, everything looked pretty simple. Abraham’s squad was stationed on one of the ledges. Gustaf had been provided with poisoned arrows. Below, at the bend in the path, Alba-udun waited, along with five Udun who were loyal to the royal family. 
 
    “Damn it!” The archer swore. “Abraham, you were right!” 
 
    “For your information, young man, I’m always right,” Abraham stared intently in the same direction as the archer. The emerald trees would magically obstruct one’s view and even strong cultivators found it difficult to see anything clearly past a mile, “And when I’m not right-” 
 
    “Death is near,” Guy interrupted, adjusting his mask in his habitual manner. 
 
    “What do you see, Gustaf?” Itia prepared her whip. 
 
    “The old dwarf said that there would be two coaches,” Gustaf, who, as an archer, possessed a complex and quite potent vision Technique, was acting as a living telescope. “The leader, the Princess, and the Hero would be in one and their security would be in the other, but... I can see at least four coaches approaching.” 
 
    “Are there any empty ones?” Abraham drew his narrow saber and long dagger. He started nervously running them across the leather straps on his wrists. 
 
    Abraham, Itia, and Gustaf were dressed in high-quality, Imperial level leather armor with special properties. Only the axe-wielding Guy wore plate armor. 
 
    “Probably not,” the archer answered after a moment. 
 
    “What about the security?” 
 
    “Six Udun in the vanguard. Six bringing up the rear.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Guy, taking out his huge axe, ran his finger along the tip of the axe handle as he thought about this. “There are probably other Udun hidden in the coaches. A one-two-one formation, then. Death is near…” 
 
    A ‘one-two-one’ formation meant that they had hidden guards who were dispersed evenly amongst the coaches, and there were probably just as many of them in the coaches as they could see outside of them. A similar approach was often used by rich merchants and nobles. With such a large number of guards using such a tricky formation, it was almost impossible to prepare a good ambush. Wherever they struck, the attackers would most likely be overwhelmed by the guards as they easily reinforced any section of their caravan. Only a threefold numerical superiority could turn this sort of situation around, using sheer numbers to negate such tactics. Alas, the conspirators didn’t have the luxury of swarming their foes. Of course, there were many ordinary dwarves and maybe even some from the military on the Princess’ side. But in this case, their relative force was measured by the number of Udun each side had. Twenty-four against six weren’t good odds. 
 
    “Stranger, I think it’s time to enact the dragon ass plan,” Abraham winked. 
 
    Hadjar looked up at the sky... which wasn’t there. Instead, a distant ceiling bared fangs of stone in his direction. No clouds. No sun. No wind. Only the subdued radiance emanating from the crystal trees. And the pounding of Hadjar’s heart. The Ruby Hero’s wreath was still on his head, which meant he couldn’t disobey the Princess’ orders or cause her any harm. 
 
    “Do we really have one?” Itia seemed genuinely surprised. 
 
    “My dear, when haven’t we had one? Death is always near.” 
 
    Hadjar and Abraham exchanged glances. They’d spent the entirety of last night trying to somehow communicate, doing their best to bypass his oath and the cursed wreath on his head. Abraham had known that Hadjar was the real Ruby Hero, but he’d had no idea that he couldn’t so much as lift a finger against the Princess. However, the smuggler had managed to guess as much, but his orders… Hadjar had failed to explain them. Chin’Ameh was no fool… That thought didn’t give him any comfort, but he’d decided to deal with it later, after he pulled Princess Tened out of this mess, preferably without going to his forefathers in the process. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” Abraham gave the signal. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1326 
 
      
 
    Hadjar got up and, drawing his sword, slowly swung it through the air, as if he wanted to point out the direction the enemy were coming from. A burst of energy flared up inside his soul and merged with his True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword, flowing directly into his blade. 
 
    To any onlookers, it appeared as if Hadjar was slowly moving his blade through air that had somehow congealed. Making a barely noticeable half-step, he disappeared. By using the True Name of the Wind, Hadjar had called on his faithful friend to aid him and, now able to see with its eyes, he was able to push the wind currents apart, creating his own path between them. A path that no one else could see, and, of course, Hadjar himself was invisible while he walked along it as well. 
 
    Like a feather gliding along the currents of the wind, he descended from the foot of the cliff, as invisible as a spring breeze. Only the highest-level cultivators would even be able to sense his presence, or those who’d been born in places where the wind is an alien entity, making any form of it something they were sensitive to. 
 
    “Hadjar-dan?” Alba-udun jerked in his direction. Together with five other dwarves, he was lying in a small hollow. Smeared with dirt and some other things, he looked more like an animated stone than a living being. 
 
    “Albadurt.” Leaving the path of the wind and ducking down to avoid being seen, Hadjar began explaining things, “There are four coaches coming, and they’re using the ‘one-two-one’ formation.” 
 
    The dwarf swore, “We shouldn’t have trusted those who value money more than honor,” he said, then turned to the other dwarves. “Brothers, today is the day when we, the true Udun, will lay down our lives-” 
 
    “There’s no need for that yet,” Hadjar interrupted him. 
 
    The dwarves, who were already nodding along in support of Alba-udun’s fervent speech, turned to Hadjar with a slight bewilderment in their eyes. Each of them had different tattoos on their bodies, and the fog that gradually filled their eyes looked somewhat different. Apparently, not everything was quite as simple for these strange half-naked warriors as it might’ve seemed at first glance... If there was ever an opportunity, Hadjar would definitely ask Alba-udun about everything the dwarf could tell him. Collecting information about the ways of cultivation was as important to Hadjar as gathering any and all tales of the false gods. 
 
    “Abraham and I have a plan.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, Hadjar-dan. I trust you like I trust my own axes. But that rascal, that pitiful thief, he-” 
 
    “-Is no less interested in succeeding than we are,” Hadjar interrupted him. “So, Albadurt, please trust me.” 
 
    Hadjar watched the determination in the dwarf’s eyes war with suspicion, but in the end, it seemed like both sides had found a compromise. 
 
    “Okay,” the dwarf nodded. “What do you suggest, Hadjar-dan?” 
 
    “Over there,” Hadjar pointed with his sword at the procession moving directly toward them, “Is a cultivator. She’s a very strong dragon. She is much stronger than me and... Perhaps all of us put together, even. If we attack them right now, with such low numbers and weaker cultivators, we’ll all go to our forefathers.” 
 
    “The Udun aren’t afraid of death!” Alba-udun barked almost at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “There is no death for the Udun!” The five warriors supported him in a harmonious chorus. “Only honor in the Forge of the Stone Ancestors!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, that’s great…” He wondered whether Helmer and the others sometimes felt the same way when talking to Hadjar as he did right now while talking to the young dwarf. “But if we die today, who will help Princess Edlet get justice? Well, this isn’t the time for a debate, Albadurt. This is our plan…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Princess Tened was looking out of the window of the coach. It was better furnished than even the most expensive coaches of the highlanders of the Ruby Palace. Only the personal transport of her father and his entourage was as comfortable as this. She was sitting on a sofa made of mortal wood, which was covered with the best silks and brocades. The pillows were stuffed with the feathers of Thunderbirds that warmed her back just as well as a coal from a Burning Tree. There was almost no rocking in the coach, and the silence was so deep that she could hear Tash’Magan’s breathing as she sat next to her. 
 
    The Princess was looking at her best friend quite differently now. Tash didn’t fail to notice it. 
 
    “My sister, my brother, and the others are all fine,” she explained to the Princess for the umpteenth time. 
 
    “Yes, but-” 
 
    “These are all your father’s orders, my Princess. Thanks to what is happening right now, we’ll be able to find a tumor on the body of our homeland and burn it out before it spreads to its very heart.” 
 
    “I understand,” the Princess sighed. She remembered everything her father, the Dragon Emperor, had told her. “But... It’s just so many lies, Tash... And so many victims…” 
 
    “They would’ve betrayed us anyway,” Tash leaned back against the pillows. Her sharp claws glittered with precious jewelry — gifts from local officials, the corrupt bastards who had forgotten about honor and duty. “The delegation was assembled in a way that ensured that only those who were plotting against our motherland and your father would fall under the knife.” 
 
    Tened sighed… 
 
    All those young dragons who had died in the ‘riot’ still pained her to think about. Her father’s subordinates had spent many years selecting them, arranging everything so as to deal a painful blow to the forces of the conspirators, and making it look as if the phoenixes had intervened in the matter as well. All of this, including the betrayal of allies that had been loyal to them for a long time, like the royal family of the dwarves, had all been for one single goal: the destruction of this enemy lurking somewhere in the shadows. And even Hadjar… 
 
    “We could’ve avoided-” 
 
    “We couldn’t have!” Tash’Magan interrupted her. There was an icy coldness in her eyes. “You’re the future ruler of the White Dragon region, my Princess. Your father will leave you everything that the eye can see from the Sky-high Chamber! Everything over which the wings of the Great Ancestor extend will obey you. You have no right to emotions.” 
 
    Tened once again looked at her old friend and most loyal defender. She felt like, even though Tash would never admit it, that it was hard for her, too. Hadjar was a worthy dragon, even though he was a halfbreed. He might’ve rejected the concepts of honor and dignity, fleeing from them, but he was still worthy. He’d managed to choose the right path even while it had been slipping away in the midst of the pitch darkness that had been tearing his soul apart. He didn’t deserve this fate. 
 
    “If only he hadn’t shown up back then...” Tash drawled, as if confirming the Princess’ thoughts. 
 
    Back then, at the Ruby and the Dragon celebration, Tash had had to win. This had been the Emperor’s plan. He would’ve calmed the crowd, angered at the violation of their traditions, and then gone on to rewrite the age-old law that prohibited females from participating in a ceremonial duel. Tash’Magan, who came from the family that was the most loyal to the throne, would’ve become the first female Hero of the Ruby. 
 
    But Hadjar Darkhan had appeared, an unknown halfbreed of unusual, albeit measly power. He’d managed to disrupt the Dragon Emperor’s plan, according to which there should’ve been a precedent where a female would finally be able to represent them. It should’ve been another step toward the Emperor’s plan to ensure his daughter could safely inherit his throne. 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “Hush, Princess,” Tash suddenly leaned forward. Her fangs jutted out and folded in a grin, and her pupils became more snakelike. The Princess saw the horns peeking out from under the warrior’s hair. “He’s here... Stupid soldier, you really don’t know when to retreat, do you?” 
 
    The Princess looked out of the window and stared at the bend in the road, where, amongst the crystal trees, shrouded in swirls of dust, stood a tall warrior. His entire powerful body, from head to toe, was bound in impenetrable, eerie, black armor that was more suitable for some demon from children’s horror stories than for a worthy warrior. A dark cloak lay on his back, reaching for the very ground. Like the wings of a night terror, it grinned rapaciously at the enemy. In his hands, like the stinger or fang of a lethal beast, a long, narrow sword shone with a dark miasma. Only a small, blue speck could be seen along its length. 
 
    Hadjar... The Princess thought sadly, Why are you screaming so loudly? 
 
    Maybe she was imagining things... Maybe that wasn’t the case... But even as all the dwarves shied back in fear of the warrior’s appearance, as even Tash’Magan trembled a little upon seeing it, Tened felt something completely different… That wasn’t armor forged out of terror and fear.... It was an animated pain that made Hadjar run away, forcing him to immerse himself deeper and deeper into the darkness. 
 
    “Please... don’t die... Let me try to save you... even if I have enough strength only for you...” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1327 
 
      
 
    Of course, Hadjar didn’t know anything about the things that tormented Princess Tened and Tash’Magan. But he did know one thing: if he couldn’t take the Princess away from Tash, he would never be able to complete the Delegation as the Hero of the Ruby. And if he couldn’t do that, the entrance to the treasury of the Dragon Emperor would be forever closed to him. Without the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique, he wouldn’t advance to the next level of cultivation, and his journey to the Seventh Heaven would end, making it impossible for him to save his wife and unborn child. Perhaps, if he’d had more than just six centuries of life at his disposal, at least ten times longer than that, ideally, he could’ve come up with or found some other way, but alas, that was not the case. And that was why he was currently standing in the way of two dozen Udun, the leader of the dwarves, whose power he had no idea about, and someone who was far more dangerous than all of them — Tash’Magan. 
 
    Gripping the hilt of his Black Blade with both hands, he pointed the sword in the direction of the coaches that had stopped half a mile away from him. Here, under the mountain, it was much more difficult for him to hear the Name of the Wind. But even so, his eternal friend and companion was there for him. It became the rhythm of his heart. It flowed through his veins along with his blood. It was his breath. It was his soul. And with it, his True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword released its full power. 
 
    Lightning bolts rained down from the ceiling. They intertwined into a single gust of stormy wind, which swirled around the lone figure in black armor, breaking the crystal trees around him. It pulled huge boulders out of the ground and reduced them to crumbs. A huge black dragon’s visage with blue eyes and steel fangs rose up behind Hadjar. A hundred paces wide, it opened its maw and a wild roar flooded the cave: 
 
    “TASH!” 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword in a wide arc that started at his left shoulder and ended at his right. Right in front of the coaches, just a few feet from the Udun, lightning blades flashed in the air. Raging in a chaotic dance, they bit into the ground with greedy fangs, destroying a wide section of the path. 
 
    “Why do you shout like that, little warrior?” A woman’s voice sounded. Quiet and calm, it easily pierced the fury of the storm and calmed it a little, as if binding it with fetters of ice. 
 
    Now, along with the white lightning bolts, which were the personification of the fury of the wind, sparkling white snowflakes also fell from the ceiling. Tash’Magan got out of the coach and threw off a heavy fur coat made from a Mountain Whale — a monster that even many seasoned warriors of the Ruby Palace were afraid of — with a wave of her hand. She’d killed it all by herself. 
 
    “My Lady, you-” 
 
    “This dog barks louder than he bites,” she smiled condescendingly at one of the Udun. 
 
    She unsheathed her heavy artifact sword, which looked more like the ice-covered, hooked fang of a predatory fish. Her legs were soon covered by a spiked steel skirt, and her torso was enveloped by magical cloth, over which a strong set of chainmail armor appeared. Fur bracers and shoulder pads rose up like gray moss along her shoulders and arms. It was a set of Divine level armor, and her sword was just as powerful. 
 
    “I’ll finish this as quickly as possible,” she whispered, “Out of respect for you, little warrior.” 
 
    What came next made even the most fearless of Udun shudder. A mile away, the members of Abraham’s squad felt their souls being clenched by icy fangs. Death was very close… 
 
    Tash unleashed her ‘Ice Breath’ Style, an art originating from the very first Dragon Emperor, but accessible to only a few dragons throughout history. She invoked the True Words of Water and Cold. She connected them with her True Kingdom of the Sea Predator. As her massive sword came down in a powerful swing, a real tsunami rose up behind Tash. An incredibly large, predatory fish, somewhat resembling a mix between a pike and a shark, was swimming in the huge wave that rushed toward Hadjar with the speed of a mountain stream. It contained not only the full power of Tash’s swing, but also all her deepest mysteries that were beyond a True Kingdom, her energy, and True Words. 
 
    “Predatory River of Ice!” 
 
    It was enough for the Emerald Forest to instantly turn into a forest of ice instead. The gorge that the coaches were traveling through turned into a field of thick ice from its echo alone. The emerald trees now glittered due to the white layer covering them, and the temperature dropped sharply below zero. 
 
    Rest in peace, little warrior, Tash thought. I’ll remember your name and- 
 
    Then something that Tash had never expected to happen happened. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    [Simulation #17982134 completed. 
 
    Object: Tash’Magan. 
 
    Number of battles: 12642. 
 
    Number of defeats: 12631. 
 
    Number of draws: 10. 
 
    Number of wins: 1.] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar couldn’t afford to waste time like other cultivators. He only had about six centuries left, a period so short that it would make even a simple Heaven Soldier laugh. However, he still had a trump card: his neural network was always at his disposal. He’d found a use for it that suited it the most — it had become the time that had been taken away from him. It had even returned it with interest. Even if he couldn’t hug his relatives, enjoy sunsets and sunrises, hold his child in his arms, or press his face to his wife’s hair during this time, he could fight. Tirelessly, every second of every minute of every day, his neural network, using all its processing power and the power of Hadjar’s subconscious, was conducting simulations of duels against the opponents whom Hadjar had faced before. 
 
    Almost eighteen million times now, Hadjar, drawing his sword, had fought inside his own mind, and experienced the pain of wounds, fractures, deaths... But each time, he’d returned to the illusory fields once again. He’d done so with a single purpose — to become stronger. Not for himself, but for the sake of those who were waiting for him inside that ice coffin. 
 
    Tash had assumed that she would be using her best Technique against him for the first time ever, but Hadjar had already seen it almost five thousand times by now. It had taken his neural network almost seven thousand fights to collect all the necessary meta-data about Tash and create a complete picture of her fighting style and Techniques. 
 
    So, when Hadjar raised his sword in front of him and calmly said, “Dragon’s Dawn,” it was Tash’s turn to feel young and inexperienced once again, like she was standing in front of a monster. It was like she was fighting the Mountain Whale all over again. 
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 Chapter 1328 
 
      
 
    The thinnest strip of dark energy shot out from Hadjar’s black blade, which seemed to be devouring the light all around it. The energy rushed to meet Tash’Magan’s Technique head on. 
 
    From the outside, this looked like a wild attempt to entangle a gigantic, predatory fish capable of destroying a dozen Lords of Hadjar’s caliber with a thin, albeit long, black female hair. 
 
    The unwitting spectators of the battle between the two mighty cultivators held their breaths, as the sight was fascinating to them, and also because it was almost impossible to breathe due to the echo of such incredible Techniques. Only Princess Tened and a few Udun managed to resist the worst of it. Tened did it by summoning her Kingdom to aid her and... The Udun also used whatever it was they called upon besides their own energy and Kingdoms. Even so, almost everyone found the strength they needed to shout something sarcastic and arrogant at the moment when the dark strip of energy simply dissolved inside the ice monster’s mouth. 
 
    Only Tash recoiled, raising her hand to her mouth, the disbelief evident in her expression. She looked at the sparkling blood covering her hand in shock. 
 
    “How is-” 
 
    Hadjar swore. He realized then that his neural network’s simulations weren’t a perfect reflection of reality and thus weren’t a viable path to the Seventh Heaven. 
 
    As the two halves of the ice fish collapsed to either side of him, he remained motionless. Only his slightly trembling sword served as an indication of how much this Technique had cost him to use. 
 
    In the simulations, he’d experienced the agony of death hundreds of times before he’d managed to deliver an accurate, fast, and, most importantly, timely blow to the most vulnerable point of Tash’s Technique. That’s how he’d won in the end: the ‘Dragon’s Dawn’ Technique, whose afterimage in the form of a black strip of energy was the only thing the audience had managed to see, had also cut through Tash herself using her Technique as a medium. 
 
    But in reality, she’d managed to break her connection with her Technique at the last possible second. 
 
    His neural network had taken almost everything into account during their training sessions. However, as much as it had improved in recent years due to Hadjar’s own progress in cultivation, it couldn’t take into account the combat experience of an enemy. 
 
    “How did you manage it?” Wiping away the blood, Tash assumed a defensive combat stance, clearly wary now. “It’s impossible... Even the Emperor couldn’t break my Techniques, and-” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to waste on pointless banter. The ground around his feet exploded. The black dragon’s maw behind him turned into something more terrifying for a moment, something more disgusting. Then the horrifying sight disappeared. Just as Hadjar himself disappeared. In the spot where he’d been standing, there was now a deep crater and dozens of sharp stone fangs. 
 
    He didn’t even have time to properly control the energy of his mad dash. It looked rough, with a huge echo caused by the waste of energy that rolled through the Emerald Forest, reducing the ‘trees’ to little more than tiny fragments. Such a powerful echo coming from a simple movement, not even a Technique, would have probably awed some other cultivators who didn’t know what real skill and power were. The Udun and Tened weren’t like that. They didn’t understand how someone in his right mind, someone who apparently didn’t even know how to control his energy yet, could possibly dare to engage in close combat with a heavy blade wielder. 
 
    “You fool!” Tash roared. “You got lucky once, but I’m not some human whose power is several times less than yours! Pathetic halfbreed, know your-” 
 
    Her huge ice blade collided with Hadjar’s simple, narrow sword violently as she roared in frustration and anger. As they collided, a wave of razor-sharp wind and ice fragments erupted in all directions. They cut through everything that could be cut within forty paces and covered even the air with a layer of ice within seventy paces. 
 
    When Tash and Hadjar flew apart after their clash, the latter flew ten steps back, and the former only flew back eight steps. Hadjar wiped his lips, which were wet with blood, but this wasn’t what one expected to see after two swordsmen not equal in power, one of them wielding a simple sword, the other a heavy one, had fought up close. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Tash shouted. 
 
    Instead of answering her, Hadjar only turned his sword slightly. His soul trembled with the sheer potency of the power that flowed through his veins. The True Name of the Wind was his blood. He was like the Wind. The black wind. 
 
    Few people could comprehend what had happened when the warrior, who was shackled in armor as dark as night, was enveloped by the darkness that seemed to come alive. The ground exploded under his feet as thunder struck. 
 
    “Look!” Someone exhaled, pointing to the distant ceiling above them. 
 
    Directly beneath the top of the cave, where it never rained, black thunderclouds had suddenly begun to gather together. A heavy wind blew past. Thunder roared with such force that the springs of the coaches cracked, unable to withstand the power pressing down on them from above. It seemed like, along with the warrior in dark armor, a real storm had come to the Emerald Forest. A cruel and merciless one. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t hesitate. His only trump card would rely on shock and awe. All he could hope for was that Tash wouldn’t have time to come to her senses and realize that her opponent was using a True Name. 
 
    Shrouded by the winds, Hadjar moved with incredible speed and along nearly-impossible trajectories, appearing in one place to then strike from another, and then smoothly flowing into a third motion, and so on, indefinitely. His movements somewhat resembled the ‘Bloody Hunt’ Technique of the Predatory Blades clan. 
 
    Surrounded by the black wind, Tash was struggling against the silhouette that didn’t seem to have any restrictions on its mobility. Hadjar, like the Wind itself, was everywhere and nowhere at once. When the dragon warrior finally found a small gap in his barrage of attacks, her ice blade pierced only the black haze without touching Hadjar himself. 
 
    Now! flashed through his mind. 
 
    Dashing along the wind path that he could see in front of him and appearing behind his opponent, he put his sword back into its scabbard. Turning his entire body to face Tash’s back, he drew his sword and, calling upon the entirety of the energy reserves available to him, he used his most lethal melee Technique: 
 
    “Dragon Storm!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1329 
 
      
 
    A huge dragon-sword stretched from her groin to the top of Tash’s head. It continued on, spreading its wings beneath the distant ceiling and, breaking through the lid of the dark clouds, cut through even the outer stone of the Ruby Mountain, which was known for being impregnable. Even entire volleys from massive warships would bounce off its slopes like footballs off the wall of a house. The Udun and Tened couldn’t believe that they were actually seeing the serpentine, jagged crack that stretched along the roof of the cave, even if it was only as deep as a palm print and no more than two feet long. 
 
    Staggering back, Hadjar almost lost his balance. He had almost no energy left. There was so little energy in his Core that it was only enough for him to stay conscious. The Name of the Wind left Hadjar’s soul. The armor of his Call disappeared. Leaning on his Black Blade, he stood in the middle of the stone platform. It was snowing. Since he was wearing simple, handmade clothes, he was feeling a little cold. 
 
    “That wasn’t bad, little warrior,” a voice came from behind him, “But you need to become much stronger if you want to use speed where power is needed.” 
 
    Hadjar watched the fragments of the bisected ice sculpture fall to the ground. He’d sensed it after his Technique had hit its target. He already knew that it had been just an ice copy of Tash and nothing more. The dragon warrior hadn’t even used artifacts or talismans, only her Technique. That had been quite enough. 
 
    Hadjar turned around. 
 
    Tash was standing behind him. She was leaning on her ice sword, which was stuck in the ground. The dragon warrior was in no hurry to deliver the final blow. She understood perfectly well that Hadjar was having difficulty breathing, let alone fighting back anymore. 
 
    “I’ll remember your name, little warrior,” Tash raised her sword in preparation for a mighty downward slash. A trickle of blood was running down her cheek. “If I happen to become a Heaven Emperor, I’ll leave this scar behind so I can tell my children, ‘Look at this, it was given to me by Hadjar Darkhan, the only man who ever-’” 
 
    Honor and dignity told Tash to properly escort her defeated opponent who had deserved her respect to the Great Ancestor. That was her weakness. A weakness she shared with everyone else who followed these false paths. Neither truly existed in the Nameless World. Only life. Only death. 
 
    “TASH!” Tened exclaimed. 
 
    But it was already too late. 
 
    “Hadjar-dan!” Albadurt, enveloped in liquid fire that blazed like the mouth of a volcano, attacked with his axe, but he didn’t go directly for Tash’Magan, who spun her ice sword around and conjured a blizzard full of predatory, illusionary fish. The dwarf struck a few dozen feet away from her. His axes sank deep into the ice that ran along the edges of the gorge. On both sides of the red-bearded, fiery dwarf, five more Udun also cut into the ice. Just like their commander, they shone with fires of different colors. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have to turn around to know that the two dozen enemy Udun, also shrouded in their own fiery glows, were charging in to stop their foes. But it was already too late. Tash was right where she needed to be for the plan to work. 
 
    Everything happened in a matter of moments. The ice broke. Like the animated, infinitely lengthening, branching tails of a whip, tendrils of it stretched out toward the allied Udun and pulled them away from the broken ice. One of the ice tendrils whipped Hadjar across the chest, throwing him a couple of feet back and onto solid ground, and once it snapped back, it wrapped itself around Tash’s neck, pulling her right into the abyss below. 
 
    Hadjar saw Tash trying to take on her true form, her Divine level armor cracking, her human features gradually fading, but… Gustaf’s bowstring sang faintly, and a poisoned arrow pierced Tash’s chest. 
 
    Archers were the rarest and trickiest cultivators in the world of martial arts. In close combat, they could easily lose to a cultivator that was two stages of cultivation lower than them, perhaps even a full level in some fringe cases, but at long range… 
 
    Tash’s body jerked, her sword fell from her hands, and she disappeared into the dark gorge. 
 
    “NOOOOO!” The heartrending cry of Princess Tened sounded. 
 
    Guy was already standing at the edge of the gorge. His axe was burning with energy as he held it. 
 
    “Avalanche of Death!” 
 
    With a monstrous swing, a wave of light filled with the mysteries of the Axe Kingdom and his power surged out from his axe. It flooded the gorge, and when everything was quiet once more, Tash’Magan’s icy spark of energy could no longer be sensed in the World River. The strongest warrior of the Ruby Palace… 
 
    Honor and dignity… All of it was nonsense that led naive fighters to their deaths. 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no, no...” The Princess repeated, leaning over the gorge, and her tears flowed like liquid amber into the depths. 
 
    “Execute them immediately!” A lean, black-bearded dwarf roared as he emerged from the last coach. 
 
    Wearing simple clothes without any jewelry, he didn’t look like yet another corrupt official. But that was understandable — a smart thief didn’t hang a sign that proclaimed, ‘I’m a thief’ around their neck, especially if they were a politician. 
 
    Abraham’s squad, Alba-udun, and his five warriors were standing on the other side of the gorge. The fiery dwarves — who were as colorful as Christmas garlands — crowded around Hadjar. 
 
    “Princess,” he called out softly. 
 
    Tened turned to him. For a moment, Hadjar thought that he had miscalculated and that Tened’s heart wouldn’t let her do what had to be done. But she had been raised in the Dragon Emperor’s Palace. Politics and schemes were part of her worldview. Even if her very soul was urging her to let the dwarves finish their work, reality wouldn’t allow it. Hadjar was the Hero of the Ruby. The real Hero of the Ruby. If Tash had defeated him in a fair fight, the title would’ve been taken away from him and the dragon warrior would’ve been able to take the title for herself. Both Tened and Tash’Magan had known about this. So had Hadjar and Abraham. That was why the old Eden had managed to bribe a specially-trained misinformer. While the rebels had set a trap for the Leader Gadat-Glad, who had occupied his position in the Ruby Mountain for so many epochs, he had set his own trap for them in turn. He’d colluded with Princess Tened and Tash’Magan to do so, of course. Abraham and Hadjar had triggered this trap as if they hadn’t known about it, just to use the situation to their advantage. Both of them were experienced schemers. 
 
    “Wait,” the Princess said coldly and haughtily, as befitted the future ruler of a whole region. “I need him alive.” 
 
    “My dear Princess, you-” 
 
    “That’s enough, Gadat-Glad,” Tened cut him off sharply, her eyes blazing with the fury of a thousand stars. “Too many good people have already died because of your dealings with my father. Hadjar Darkhan, the true Hero of the Ruby, won’t become another sacrificial lamb on the altar of your schemes.” 
 
    “Let’s not rush our decisions,” the black-bearded dwarf replied. “The situation demands that we consider it from all sides.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right,” the Princess didn’t argue with him. “But however you look at it, we do need the Hero of the Ruby. So call off your dwarves if you don’t want me to do it myself.” 
 
    At that moment, Hadjar realized that he and Abraham had made a little mistake in their calculations. When Tened stretched out her right hand, a simple, narrow sword that was as white as a cloud appeared in it. It was surprisingly similar and, at the same time, completely different from the Black Blade. The Emerald Forest was completely enveloped by a Heaven Emperor’s aura. 
 
    “Of course,” Gadat-Glad smiled. He, unlike the rest of them, wasn’t lying on the ground, unable to even speak. “I think we can leave them in the lower levels of our dungeon until you and I decide what we should do next.” 
 
    Hadjar cursed his rotten luck as he stared at the suddenly imposing figure of Tened. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1330 
 
      
 
    “It’s not so bad here,” Hadjar said while lying down on a stone bed carved into the rock wall. “Damn it, no, it really is.” 
 
    The bed had been meant for dwarves to use, so Hadjar couldn’t lie comfortably on it. He could only sort of recline in it in a semi-sitting position, resting the top of his head on the wall behind him. 
 
    “I see you have a lot of experience with prisons, stranger,” Abraham chuckled. He’d covered his face with his hat and was lying on the floor of his cell. 
 
    Hadjar and Abraham’s squad, along with the ‘traitorous’ Udun, were all locked up in this prison. Each of them had their own cell, which was just a very cramped — even by dwarven standards — stone room with enchanted iron bars. Trying to remain optimistic, Hadjar had tried to bend them, but had failed to deal with the Edeens’ magic. 
 
    “Don’t waste your time, Hadjar-dan,” Alba-durt, with his leg tucked up against his chest, sat in his carved bed and looked at what was happening with a stoic expression. “Even Arhad-Galen, the first and last of the Galens, couldn’t break these bars.” 
 
    “What’s a Galen?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    During the few days he’d spent in the Ruby Mountain, he had heard many different titles used along with the dwarves’ names, like ‘dart,’ ‘durt,’ and so on, which served as a replacement for more traditional last names. 
 
    The dwarves valued the type of work someone did more than their bloodline. After all, all dwarves were dwarves, no matter who had given birth to them. The main thing was what path they’d chosen, what path they made their meaning of life. Dwarves didn’t change their occupation until they went to the Forge of the Stone Ancestors, where their heart was taken out of their chest and lowered into boiling lava. If the heart floated up, that meant that the dwarf had lived an empty life and wasn’t worthy of rebirth and the afterlife. If it melted without sinking to the bottom, the dwarf had lived a simple and nondescript life. Their Stone Ancestors would judge their deeds in that case, deciding whether they could be reborn or not. If their heart sank to the bottom, the dwarf had gone on their way with dignity. They were worthy. 
 
    There was also a legendary fourth state of the heart in the boiling lava: after sinking into it, the heart would burn brightly while lying at the bottom of the vat. What happened in these cases? Well, such great dwarves were carved in stone in the Hall of the Ancestors. Such a dwarf would become a Stone Ancestor as well and stay in the Forge for eternity, where they would then tirelessly forge the souls of the dwarven generations to come. 
 
    Over the course of his travels through the Nameless World, Hadjar had encountered many beliefs. Cruel and kind, complex and confusing, simple and clear… But rarely beautiful. Dwarves were an exception: their religion truly sounded poetic and beautiful. The strength of one’s heart and its heat was how these proud people measured virtue. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a Galen,” Hadjar said. “What does it mean, Albadurt?” 
 
    “Why are you so cruel?” A dry reed came out of nowhere, appearing in Abraham’s mouth. He wrapped his patched, leaky cloak tightly around himself. He joked that he had specially ordered it from a tailor to honor the memory of his brief meeting with the legendary Ash, the wisest and oldest of all the living mortal mages. Of course, no one in the squad believed that Abraham had actually met the Master of Almost All Words, a disciple of Hu-Chin the Blue Flame. “I’d rather be tortured than listen to another one of Albadurt’s stories!” 
 
    “That’s Alba-udun to you,” the dwarf interrupted him with great fervor. “May your entrails rot in a dung pit, you despicable thief whose mother didn’t know honor and whose father didn’t know dignity.” 
 
    “I can’t refute that, little bearded guy,” Abraham laughed. “My mother was a cheap whore, and my father was a thief. What kind of honor and dignity could they have had?” 
 
    The dwarf seemed to swear. Hadjar wasn’t sure, as sound didn’t seem to travel easily in this dungeon. Their cells were separated by thick stone walls, and the corridor was narrow and dark, which made the entire area feel even more suffocating than it actually was. 
 
    “Arhad-Galen,” the dwarf began breathlessly, “Was the greatest blacksmith of all. At that time, when the dwarves still wandered freely through the high mountains and flat meadows, a baby was born in the tent of an unknown family. He grew up plagued by all sorts of diseases and ailments. His left arm was shorter than his right, and his right leg was bent in a different direction than his left. Who it was that might’ve cursed this small family is still unknown.” 
 
    A deformity at birth was considered something out of the ordinary in the Nameless World. After all, even the simplest mortal, whose life was only a century or so long, still followed the path of cultivation, albeit briefly, and so people’s offspring were usually quite healthy. That was why Albadurt’s story already sounded unusual. 
 
    “During one of the Migrations,” the dwarf continued, “When the dwarves traveled from the Mountain of the Ancestors to the Gale Mountain, Arhad the Rootless disappeared. No one knows where he went, but when he returned after a thousand and one years, one month, and one day…” Hadjar shuddered — the smell of Fae magic hung in the air. “…His hammer didn’t know fatigue. With his strange hands, he could forge steel out of thin air, and with his terrible feet, he could pump the bellows so well that even Irmaril blushed with envy at the heat they produced. He forged the best armor and the best blades, which, according to the legends, are hidden in the Seer’s tomb somewhere in the bowels of this mountain. The fame of these blades and sets of armor, which the Kings of the past boasted of, spread throughout the Nameless World and even further.” Alba-udun’s voice became dreamy, and Hadjar saw the proud dwarf squint as he recounted the former glory of his people. “Representatives from all the races came to the Gale Mountain. They wanted to see the best blacksmith of the People Living Under the Mountains and his great works. And by the Stone Hammer, they saw them, Hadjar-dan. They couldn’t even find the right words to describe the greatness of these products.” 
 
    “That sounds great, Albadurt,” Hadjar smiled. He was no longer the naïve, young boy running through the Palace corridors, but he could still appreciate the story of an ancient hero. 
 
    “That’s right, Hadjar-dan,” the dwarf sighed. “I knew that you would get it... But, alas, and in such stories, there is always a but-” 
 
    “But of course!” Abraham chuckled again. 
 
    “Death is near...” Guy whispered. Itia’s and Gustaf’s words had to be passed along. They couldn’t talk to everyone otherwise. 
 
    “The thief is right,” Alba-udun agreed a little sadly. “One evening, a man came to the Gale Mountain, or maybe not quite a man. Or… no longer a man. He introduced himself as the Potter, a wandering victim of circumstance.” 
 
    Hadjar got up from his ‘bed’ and went over to his cell’s bars. Turning his ear toward them, he asked: 
 
    “What happened next, Albadurt?” 
 
    His gut told him that the stories about the Potter and his beloved, which he was collecting bit by bit from all over the world, were of unusual importance and, perhaps, the key to understanding what was happening in his own life. Or maybe his lives? 
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    “Many people came to Arhad-Galen, Hadjar-dan,” Alba-udun continued. “Some came to him with all the money in the world to ask him to forge a sword that could split the sky and the earth asunder. Some asked him to forge a shield that could withstand the weight of a shooting star. Others needed armor capable of stopping an attack from Death itself. Arhad never agreed to make any of these items.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He wasn’t interested. Why forge a sword that can take lives? He didn’t know whose life it would take. Why make armor that can save even the most dishonest and terrible of wearers? Why create a shield that will defend child killers? No, Arhad-Galen never forged a weapon or set of armor he wasn’t certain would be used for a good cause, as this was his agreement with the Spirits, who had taught him how to negotiate with fire, earth, and metal.” 
 
    The Spirits who had taught him... Well, Arhad, if he’d ever existed, really had studied under the Fae, who had revealed to him the mysteries of the True Names of all things. How else could a cripple have wielded the hammers and bellows of the dwarves? Their art was so complex, and their tools so heavy, that no one else could possibly create the same artifacts they could. 
 
    “But the Potter asked for something completely different,” Alba-udun seemed to shudder. “From a bag in which you could’ve hidden the whole world, he took out a black coffin. Light, when it fell across it, seemed to simply disappear. If you brought a lamp close to it, it would go out. If you touched it with your finger, you would be pulled inside. If you spilled water on it, it would turn to ice, then fragments, and then dust, which would all then disappear into the darkness.” 
 
    Had Alba-udun just described an actual black hole? No matter how amazing the Nameless World was, there were also limits here, ones that couldn’t be overcome. It was unlikely that a mere mortal could’ve carried a spatial artifact of such volume around. The mere echo of the power contained in such an item would’ve been capable of wiping entire countries off the face of the earth. 
 
    “Arhad-Galen, upon seeing this creation of the Potter’s, asked him why he was showing him such a terrible thing. The Potter, without answering, asked for help. He had a lid for the coffin and a bottom, and he only needed the nails with which he could nail the coffin shut.” 
 
    It sounded reasonable, but still a little poetic. Well, many of the legends that Hadjar had heard had been embellished, or just plain fiction. 
 
    “Arhad-Galen asked why the Potter needed such a coffin. What kind of creature had such overwhelming power that it would take a coffin capable of locking up even the Jasper Emperor to contain it? The Potter’s only response was, ‘My last enemy.’ No one who witnessed that conversation understood what he meant. No one but Arhad. He asked if the Potter was certain, because there would be no way back after he committed. Silence was his only answer. That was possibly the only answer that could’ve convinced the only Galen in history. For a year and a day, tirelessly hammering and not letting the bellows die out, he forged the four nails, and when everything was done, the Potter left, leaving behind a bag in which a whole kingdom could fit as a gift to Arhad. After that day, Arhad-Galen locked himself in his forge. A hundred thousand years he spent in it, without going outside. Even those who merely remembered those who remembered those who remembered Arhad-Galen went to the Stone Ancestors in that time. That was why, before they left the Gale Mountain and moved to the Ruby Mountain, they decided to open his chambers. When they entered, they found nothing but an old bag, and atop it, a small silver key. The key that can open the Coffin of the Last Enemy,” Alba-udun, having blurted out this last part in one breath, was silent for a while, and then finished his tale with the traditional phrase, “So my father told me, who heard it from his mother, and she heard it from her own, who heard it from her mother. I don’t know if this story is true, but that’s it. As my father said, ‘That’s what my mother told me, because the task of women is to tell stories to their children, and the task of men is to show those children the right ways of this world.’” 
 
    In the modern world of the Earth he’d left behind long ago, a person would most likely be lynched for saying such things, but here, everything was simpler and yet more complicated at the same time. To tell a woman that she couldn’t behave like a woman or, even worse, shouldn’t behave like a woman, was to insult her and her ancestors, to strike a blow that could be washed away only with blood. It didn’t matter if she was a cultivator or not. There were no mysteries more sacred than those that mothers passed on to their daughters. There were no lessons more honest and righteous than the ones that fathers passed on to their sons. Hundreds of epochs of the Nameless World stood on this foundation. To Hadjar, who sometimes still felt the poison of the civilization of Earth lingering within him, such simple, but at the same time, extremely complex foundations, were like a patch on his torn soul. 
 
    “Speaking of dark things,” Abraham added suddenly. “Itia wanted me to ask you this: when did your blade change color, stranger?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your sword. It used to be red, like a young girl’s underwear,” Abraham explained, “And now it’s as black as my dad’s soul, may he be reborn as a dung beetle in the belly of a skinny pig with syphilis and cholera.” 
 
    “Who even knows...” Hadjar drawled. He drew his sword, and it really was blacker than night. It absorbed light no worse than the coffin in Albadurt’s story. It looked just like... just like… 
 
    Something heavy and metallic struck the bars of his cell with a ringing sound, bringing a sharp, prolonged ringing to this jail of silent stone. However, the involuntary inhabitants of the dungeon welcomed it with a certain joy — something new had at least diluted the dull atmosphere. Only Hadjar and Abraham tensed, as they had been in such places enough times to know what usually came next. 
 
    “Hey,” a rough, unpleasant voice said. “Princess Tened and the leader want to see you, human.” 
 
    “Wow,” Abraham clicked his tongue. “Stranger, you’re an honorary guest of the dwarves and the dragons! A true VIP!” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. 
 
    “Give me your hands,” the guard grumbled with obvious displeasure. He was an older, lean dwarf, whose muscles were hidden under a layer of gray skin. His lack of armor clearly indicated that… 
 
    “You sully the honor of the Udun, bastard,” Albadurt spat on the floor. “You serve as a guard in a place where prisoners are deprived of their right to a trial of steel and blood.” 
 
    The guard, who had almost placed iron bracelets on Hadjar’s wrists at this point, froze, then turned toward his compatriot’s cell and barked out: 
 
    “Albadurt, you should know that it’s been a day since your name was removed from the Udun stele. In the eyes of the Stone Ancestors, you are no longer Udun. Your Path has been cut off.” 
 
    From the cells of the other Udun, some shouts in the dwarven language could be heard. Even Abraham got to his feet and shouted something at the guard’s back, but Hadjar couldn’t make out the words. He was being led up a spiral staircase. 
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    After climbing the stairs, the guard turned Hadjar around to face the wall. This might’ve seemed somehow humiliating, but Hadjar didn’t even try to resist. Whenever something was put on a captive cultivator, regardless of whether it was a collar, bracelets on their hands, or full on shackles, their ability to channel energy was blocked before anything else. This time, however, Hadjar was subjected to restraints that prevented him from not only utilizing the borrowed power of the World River, but also his own. Right now, he was no stronger than an ordinary mortal, at least outwardly. 
 
    There was a click behind him, then the creak of heavy hinges, and the prisoner was led into a cramped room. It had a low ceiling that forced the tall Hadjar to bend down three times, sloping walls that were wet from groundwater, red stones, and the smell of something rotten, which filled the entire area. 
 
    “Sit down,” the guard jerked back a stone chair and sat Hadjar down at a small stone table. “They will come talk to you soon.” 
 
    He fastened the chain from Hadjar’s restraints to the ring in the center of the tabletop, and then, taking a step back, turned around and went back toward the stairs. 
 
    Hadjar looked around. His gaze slid along the walls, but didn’t linger on anything. The only thing that stood out in this stone room were a few steadily shining, blue crystals in the corners. It was only thanks to them that it was even possible to see anything in here. 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t left alone for long. Soon, the door opposite him opened, letting in a more pleasant light from a fire. His trained gaze immediately picked out a long corridor behind his visitor. It would be quite inconvenient to run through if he ended up having to do so in order to escape. The door closed, cutting off his path to freedom, so he focused on his visitor instead. 
 
    Princess Tened was wearing a hunting suit made of thick leather and a small number of steel plates. Her figure was such that many of even the most powerful female cultivators would’ve envied her for it. She had a narrow but strong waist, wide, powerful hips, small but beautifully-shaped breasts, an angelic face, and shining eyes. It wasn’t surprising that Tened was adored by most of the Ruby Palace. If she’d been a human, people from all the surrounding regions would’ve come to woo her, but dragons didn’t marry other species. They considered the mixing of blood to be something filthy. That was why halfbreeds had occupied the lowest positions in their hierarchy since time immemorial. 
 
    Tened sat down opposite Hadjar. A blade rested in her hands, and Hadjar was being suppressed by her initial-stage Heaven Emperor aura. The Princess was strong. Very strong. 
 
    “This is from my father,” she took out a small letter from under her wristband. There, in dragon runes, which Hadjar knew thanks to Traves, was written a short message: ‘Chin’Ameh is in custody for conspiring against the crown.’ 
 
    Had Chin’Ameh really been involved in a plot against the Emperor? There was no need to be a font of wisdom or an expert on courtly intrigues to answer this question. Chin’Ameh hadn’t even tried to hide it. He’d wanted to overthrow the Emperor, but at the same time, he’d served him faithfully. It was a rather contradictory combination, but when beings lived for entire epochs, concepts like friend and foe would blend into some kind of singular, chaotic whole. So, it was quite difficult to believe that the Emperor had actually tried to entrap Chin’Ameh. Hadjar didn’t know whether there was a third party in the Ruby Palace or not. 
 
    “Considering your close ties to him,” the Princess continued, “The Emperor ordered me to kill you the first chance I got.” 
 
    Hadjar listened to the Princess’ cold words, but in her eyes... He saw only the pain of what she had to do and what she’d already done. Princesses and Princes... Ordinary people dreamed of being them, but people like him knew perfectly well that being one was no different from being a pawn. There were only a few rare exceptions that merely served to prove the rule. 
 
    “When was he taken into custody?” He asked. 
 
    “As soon as the coup happened and you demonstrated the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique,” Tened didn’t break eye contact. 
 
    Nehen had told him that he shouldn’t look into a witch’s eyes, because then she could read even your most secret thoughts. But Tened wasn’t a witch. That was why Hadjar didn’t fear for the safety of his mind. Moreover, his encounter with the old Eden had clearly hinted at the fact that he was a living prison for the largest of the fragments of the Black General’s soul, which had its advantages. His mind was protected by the greatest and most powerful swordsman who had ever lived, was living now, or would ever live. 
 
    “That poisoned dagger,” Hadjar suddenly drawled. “That’s why you didn’t kill me right away... You needed a Technique. It can’t be extracted from a dead person, but it can be ripped out of a victim of torture who will give anything to end their torment.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tened nodded. “Falling off the cliff wouldn’t have killed you, but when we climbed down to pick you up, we didn’t find a body.” 
 
    “That’s why you didn’t stop me when we were fighting Tash.” 
 
    Tened spread her arms out wide. She tried to look colder than the peak of the Ruby Mountain, but there was a burning pain in her eyes. She wasn’t that kind of person… But that didn’t mean that she wouldn’t grab her sword and take off his head if she had to. Rather, it meant just the opposite. He knew this because he was like her in that regard… The blood of so many innocents would forever stain his hands and soul… 
 
    Tened sighed and clenched her fists: 
 
    “She was like a sister to me, Hadjar... Since my childhood, she was always there, never judging me... She just stayed with me.” 
 
    Hadjar would’ve liked to say that he sympathized with her, but he couldn’t. He didn’t care for anything else. The whole world meant nothing to him. Even if it burned, he only had one goal: to ascend to the Seventh Heaven and destroy Derger, the God of War. Even if the Jasper Emperor burned in the process. Even if the Book of Thousands was destroyed along the way. Even if a thousand more epochs of people lived in slavery to the gods. All he cared about was that his unborn child would get to take his first breath, even if he himself would never see it happen. 
 
    “But I understand why you did it,” the Princess continued. “While Tened was alive, you were under attack. Now that she’s gone, you’re the only one who can fulfill the role of the Hero of the Ruby and the Dragon, finish the Delegation, and help me destroy the royal family of the dwarves.” 
 
    Hadjar looked deeper into the Princess’ eyes. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this...” He said. “It’s a disgrace.” 
 
    “A disgrace?” The girl smiled dully. “You’re one to talk, illustrious General. How many innocents have died by your hand?” 
 
    Hadjar froze. 
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
    Instead of answering him, Tened took out a second letter. 
 
    “Chin’Ameh is a great mage, but without his power... My father’s interrogators were able to break even someone as stalwart as the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion. He told them everything. About your plans. About who you really are… A simple human with the heart of a dragon.” 
 
    Tened fell silent, and Hadjar wondered if Chin’Ameh had perhaps hidden some things from them after all. Apparently, the Princess didn’t know whose heart was beating in his chest. Then again, maybe the Emperor simply hadn’t considered it necessary to share such information with his daughter. 
 
    “While you wear that wreath,” she gestured to the decoration on Hadjar’s head, “You aren’t a threat to me or to the Ruby Palace. You’ll serve us twice. First, we’ll finish the Delegation and destroy the royal family of the dwarves, and when we return home, you’ll take the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique from the treasury, combine it with the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique you’ve already mastered, and the Dragon Empire will rise again.” 
 
    “You understand what this will lead to, don’t you?” Hadjar clenched his fists a little. “You’ve managed without these Techniques for whole epochs, but if the Ruby Palace masters them once again…” 
 
    “Our power will increase tenfold.” 
 
    “Along with your power, your ambition will grow as well, and whole regions will be engulfed by the flames of war, and-” 
 
    “I’ve already told you, Mad General,” Tened cut him off. “You of all people have no right to speak about such things. Now, let’s get going, we have a lot to do and not much time left.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and the bracelets on his arms fell off. Without any fear, the Princess turned her back to him, as if she were inviting him to draw his sword, but... the Black Blade remained in its scabbard. She wasn’t wrong. Hadjar didn’t really care either way. As he got up, he didn’t see how his sword became even darker, and how the trembling, blue spot along the edge of the blade shrank. 
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    The long and narrow corridor ended in a rather spacious atrium. In this wide hall decorated with columns and statues, an experienced eye would notice not the decorations, but a lot of similar corridors all along the walls, which seemed to branch out everywhere. Apparently, this was the ‘central administration building’ of the Ruby Mountain — a beautiful hall filled with bustling dwarves, a few Udun, who were staring gloomily at everything around them, and a lot of secret corridors that one should avoid if they don’t want to meet their forefathers. 
 
    “So, this is what a human who can impersonate a dragon looks like.” 
 
    Gadat-Glad. The leader of the dwarves. Someone who had managed to infect the whole of dwarven society, which had been built upon the desire for freedom and independence, with a network of corruption. He wasn’t like the ordinary officials that Hadjar had seen during his time in the army. Those had been obese people who had, perhaps, once basked in true glory, but were now soft and wanted only comfort and benefits. No, Gadat was different. He was taller than the average dwarf, broad-shouldered, and his body exuded strength. His strong muscles were visible even beneath his clothes. Black-bearded and lean, he looked like a panther ready to pounce. There was an ocean of steel in his eyes. This dwarf was no stranger to murder. Not the kind that happened in a sanctioned duel, but rather, one where a knife hidden in his sleeve would find itself lodged in the back of the one he had embraced like a true friend moments ago. A broad saber rested in a scabbard at his hip. As far as Hadjar could tell, this was an unusual weapon for a dwarf to wield. 
 
    “I should think so,” Tened replied coldly, “After all, the heart of one of our own beats in his chest.” 
 
    “A hybrid?” The leader raised an eyebrow slightly in surprise. “I’ve been forging metal for a long time, Princess, but I’ve only heard about hybrids in legends... They say that they were usually exterminated as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Your legends don’t lie, honorable Gadat-Glad,” the Princess confirmed. “But are we going to indulge in small talk all day, or can we move on to dealing with our shared problems?” 
 
    Now it was Hadjar’s turn to be surprised. He’d always suspected that he wasn’t the first to acquire an animal heart. But why were they so afraid of hybrids? Maybe it was just some kind of animal racism toward humans? 
 
    “Of course,” Gadat-Glad smiled broadly, and his smile looked just like a sword being drawn — bright and deadly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Gadat-Glad turned around and headed toward one of the corridors, the one that had four Udun standing near the entrance. The painted, half-naked dwarves all held some kind of chopping weapon in their hands. Despite the fact that the dwarves went to study in a human region to become Udun, Hadjar suspected that they still had some kind of training system of their own, which would explain why all Udun were so similar to one another. 
 
    Five dwarves, one dragon Princess tormented by her inner demons, and Hadjar, still wearing the slave decoration on his head, reached a small hall hidden behind such a cunningly-made angular turn that, if viewed from a certain angle, it looked like part of the wall. It was an optical illusion, nothing more, but still made with incredible skill. Such things didn’t exist in the human and dragon cities. 
 
    Inside, everything was somewhat reminiscent of the decorations in the old Eden’s hall: at an oak table, on oak chairs, sat a bunch of dwarven officials. They looked like typical officials, too: greasy, shifty-eyed, their bellies straining their doublets to the limit, with fingers more akin to sausages, and an incalculable number of chins. Once money and power were obtained, whether they be a human, a dwarf, a dragon, or whatever else, these kinds of people would, first of all, try to satisfy their base desires. They’d try to do everything they hadn’t been able to earlier in life: eat a lot of tasty food, fuck a lot, and live in comfort and peace. They were all the same. They’d all forgotten their weapons and their ways. 
 
    “So,” Gadat-Glad sat down at the head of the table. “The plans have changed a little, gentlemen. Instead of Tash’Magan, Hadjar Darkhan, the Mad General, will be descending to the lower levels.” 
 
    “The Mad General?” One of the dwarves leaned forward. He stood out because he was not just fat, but rather, completely obese. Beneath the collar of his doublet, Udun runes could be seen. Hadjar easily guessed who this was: the object of Alba-udun’s ardent hatred, Dagl-Uden. “I’ve heard  a few things about him. He’s an officer from some remote human village on the edge of the White Dragon region.” 
 
    “I’m always surprised at how well-informed you are, Dagl-dan,” Gadat-Glad replied with the same smile. “Come meet him. Who knows, maybe we’ll finally be able to finish off the royal family and the power over the dwarves will return to the hands of the artisans once more, all thanks to you two.” 
 
    The officials began to shout and cheer, supporting their leader. They were corrupt and greedy, but also so deeply immersed in their own lies that they themselves believed that they were the true servants of the people and merely acting for the good of the state. But, of course, they were working exclusively for the benefit of themselves. 
 
    “Princess Tened,” Gadat-Glad extended his hand invitingly. “Let’s check our plans one last time before we set off.” 
 
    The Princess, who was sitting on the other side of the table, got up and ran her palm over her bracelet. The emerald embedded at the top of it shone and a map unfolded above the table. It looked like a small, but very real world. 
 
    “The existence of the royal family of the People Living Under the Mountain,” Tened respectfully pronounced the full self-name of the dwarves, “Is based on-” 
 
    “The fact that we allocate funds from the treasury to them,” one of the officials chuckled. 
 
    Suddenly, Hadjar found it difficult to breathe. Only his iron will and channeling half the reserve of energy in his Core allowed him to remain upright. The Princess unleashed her energy, adding to it mysteries of the Sword that were even deeper than Tash’s had been. This was something beyond a True Kingdom. 
 
    “The next time you interrupt me, those will be the last words you ever speak, my good sir,” Tened said. Her eyes flashed. Hadjar had only seen the Dragon Emperor once, but, by the Evening Stars, she really was his daughter. “With your permission, gentlemen, I will continue…” 
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    “The very existence of the royal family is based on the Heart of the Mountain,” Tened continued. She waved her hand, and the map began to grow, opening inward. The mountain seemed to turn inside out, until an ancient hall was hovering above the table. Compared to this grandiose hall, even time itself seemed like a young, stupid child. “Three trials await anyone that wishes to reach the Heart of the Mountain.” 
 
    Tened waved her hand once more, and two gigantic figures moved in the center of the hall. One of them depicted a blacksmith with a hammer, and the other a warrior with two axes. The warrior somewhat resembled Albadurt, so it wasn’t difficult to guess that this was supposed to be an Udun. 
 
    “I’m guessing that these trials-” 
 
    “You’re right, Hadjar,” Tened interrupted him sternly. “The Hero of the Ruby and the Dragon must pass the trials to get to the Heart of the Mountain together with the dwarven Princess and the dragon Princess.” Hadjar could’ve sworn that Tash had mentioned a dwarven Hero as well. Had that all been a ruse to make him feel less important? Had he misunderstood? Maybe they’d deliberately misinformed him in order to keep him in the dark? He decided to not dwell on it and instead chose to ask: 
 
    “What trials?” 
 
    “No one knows,” Gadat-Glad shrugged. “The Heart of the Mountain isn’t some kind of artifact. It is the very soul of the mountain. Each time, the mountain itself chooses what obstacles to place in the way of those attempting the trials.” 
 
    A mountain that chose obstacles on its own? Hadjar had seen a lot of insane things in his life, but this was too much. Then again, why not? After all, a tree had predicted his future, so why couldn’t a mountain create traps? 
 
    “The four of us will go together,” the Princess continued. 
 
    “And the fourth person is-” 
 
    “You understand everything perfectly, General,” Dagl-Uden said, rising slightly from his seat. “I’ll experience our mountain’s trials alongside you.” 
 
    “Usually, only three people attempt the trials,” the leader hastened to clarify, “But this time, there are special circumstances. Never before, in the entire history of the Festival of the Ruby and the Dragon, has a human been the Hero. Who knows how the mountain will behave now… It doesn’t hurt to be cautious.” 
 
    “Why didn’t...” Hadjar began, but then trailed off. If, from the very beginning of the festival and the inception of the ritual, as few people as possible had descended into the cave, then it was obvious that more people attempting the trials made them harder. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We have to bring the Princess to the Heart of the Mountain,” with another wave of Tened’s hand, the map moved again until it showed another cave. It was small and dark, and there was something like a stone hourglass in its center, the two halves of which were connected by a red ruby of unprecedented size. Hadjar didn’t doubt for a second that this ruby, which made the heart tremble and disrupted the flow of energy in one’s body with just an illusion of it, was no ordinary item. 
 
    “She’ll bring it a blood sacrifice,” Tened waved her palm over the bracelet and the map disappeared. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. “With this, she’ll once again renew the contract between the Mountain and the People Living Under the Mountain.” 
 
    In other words, the dwarves paid a bloody rent to live in the Ruby Mountain. It was both poetic and... very realistic. The Nameless World had its own, unique rules. For example, a tree that had lived for dozens of epochs could become sentient. The same could also apply to a mountain that had been reaching for the sky since those immemorial times when the gods had walked amongst the people. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Hadjar asked again. 
 
    Tened looked at him with a frown and said: 
 
    “Heed my order, Hadjar Darkhan.” Invisible needles pierced Hadjar’s consciousness and soul as if they were sewing a veil of Tened’s words into them. “Everything that you’ve heard until now and from this moment forward, you won’t be able to discuss with anyone but me.” 
 
    Hadjar ground his teeth. It was a thorough order. 
 
    “Is that truly enough, Princess?” Gadat-Glad asked, suspicion clear in his eyes. “We do know that your Hero is involved in the conspiracy against me, along with Princess Edlet and Dabla-Eden.” 
 
    “Do you doubt Chin’Ameh’s magic?” The Princess asked with a frown. 
 
    “The magic of the dragon your Emperor accused of treason the other day?” Gadat-Glad leaned back in his chair. The broad, lethally sharp smile never left his lips. “Of course I don’t.” 
 
    There was only silence at the table. One of the officials sitting next to Tened eventually laughed. He hadn’t seen how quick the Dragon Princess’ sword was yet. And now he did. Long, narrow cuts appeared all over the hall. It wasn’t the echo of her attack that created them (which indicated that the Princess could completely control about 80% of her potential, which was a truly insane level of control over one’s energy and will), but the speed of the swing itself. It wasn’t wind, it wasn’t energy, it was pure speed. The speed with which drops of blood had sprayed out, damaging the walls. Her sword returned to its scabbard even before Hadjar had time to sense her power. If not for his neural network recording and analyzing everything, he wouldn’t have been able to piece together what had happened. The official who had allowed himself to mock Chin’Ameh continued to sit there. Only now, he didn’t make any sounds, except for the lonely slurping of his head sliding off his neck, and then the thud of this very same head hitting the floor. 
 
    Some Udun ran into the hall, trying to get into position to protect the officials, and a few officials even tried to leap to their feet and draw their weapons, but the sheer pressure of Tened’s aura didn’t allow them to. 
 
    “I apologize for Erndurt,” Gadat-Glad nodded without getting up from his seat. “You were well within your rights, Princess.” He waved his hand vaguely and the Udun who’d run in immediately ran back out into the corridor after saluting him in the local manner. 
 
    “This is the plan,” Tened seemed not to notice the leader’s words or what had happened. “We’ll bring Princess Edlet to the Heart of the Mountain, but Gadat-Glad will offer up the sacrifice and renew the pact instead of her. As a result, the people will no longer see a reason for the royal family to exist, which means the leader will be able to accuse them of treason, and-” 
 
    “The rest is up to us,” Gadat-Glad’s smile turned carnivorous for a moment. It left no doubt about the fate that awaited Princess Edlet. Even by human standards, she was beautiful, which meant that, among the dwarves... “Your task, brave General, is very simple: pass all the trials that the Mountain will place before you and don’t die along the way.” 
 
    “What happens if I fail?” 
 
    “You’ll die,” the leader repeated. 
 
    “I think Hadjar is asking about something else,” the Princess got up from her chair and headed for the exit. Hadjar followed her. “If you fail, the sacrifice will still be made. Princess Edlet and I will be sacrificed, our lives in exchange for the lives of all the dwarves. They will still be able to continue to live under the mountain.” 
 
    “And Edlit, the younger sister of Edlet, will become the Princess,” the leader said from behind them. “So try not to die, human warrior.” 
 
    Reflected in the drops of blood splattered across the walls, Hadjar saw the unwavering gaze of Dagl-Uden staring back at him. Damn it all… 
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    Beneath a platform located on the second level of a fenced off area, the buds of beautiful lights were blooming. Flame flowers of all the colors of the rainbow swirled in an incredible dance as the Ruby and the Dragon Festival was fully underway. The guests and residents of the mountain were celebrating a kind of New Year. 
 
    Songs filled the air and alcohol flowed like a river. The giants danced so merrily that the stone houses and endless iron cauldrons full of boiling metal shook. The sparks that flew out of them set the firecrackers alight, which were then carried high into the air by explosions of joy and flame. 
 
    The bird people fluttered between them in their indescribable ecstasy. At first, Hadjar thought that their clothes looked like liquid fire, but then he realized that they were completely naked. What he’d originally mistaken for clothes was no more than the glow of fireworks covering their satiny, shiny skin. 
 
    One of them, lazily flapping her white wings, hovered at arm’s length from him. Her breasts beckoned him with nipples that looked flush with life. Her drunken, almond-shaped eyes stared at him with the intensity of a beast that was desperate for carnal pleasure. Her clawed, but elegant and thin fingers reached out toward him. Hadjar took a step back and shook his head. Her white wings flapped harder and the girl flew off somewhere higher to find a more accommodating lover. 
 
    “I’ve heard that human men are rarely faithful to their wives.” 
 
    Silently and imperceptibly, which once again confirmed how powerful she was, Tened had come up to him. She was dressed in some insanely pretentious and expensive white dress decorated with wide, scarlet ribbons. Its train trailed a few feet behind her. 
 
    They’d tried to dress Hadjar up in something similar: a scarlet doublet with white lettering adorning the sleeves. He’d refused. His wrinkled, scarred, and callused palm had touched the simple clothes that Arkemeya had sewn for him so long ago and they had become part of his Call. They had merged with the armor made for him by Queen Mab, and now it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. 
 
    If Hadjar had been a romantic, he would’ve said that no other woman in the world was as beautiful and desirable as Arkemeya, who’d found in him not a monster, or a hero, or a general, or a warrior, but just him. The one who would swear, grumble, and break all his fingers with a hammer, but would ultimately learn how to fix the roof. The one who would make a workbench and carve utensils on it. The one who would build an oven for his wife to use when she cooks him porridge. 
 
    By the standards of the Nameless World, Hadjar was still very young, being just a little over a century old. This sort of time period was just dust in the eyes of most cultivators and especially the dragon adepts. But he had been born on Earth and, even if that segment of his life already seemed like a drunken dream, like the one the partygoers along the main square were gradually sinking into, it had still left its mark on him. 
 
    “I’m not interested,” was all he said in response. 
 
    Tened came closer. She sniffed the air noisily and smiled slightly: 
 
    “You only have a few strands of feminine scents on you... Any woman can easily determine that you aren’t the most experienced of lovers. It’s amazing that you’ve lost all interest in such things without even properly experiencing them.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the bracelet on his wrist. Why should he settle for rivers of muddy water if he had already tasted a drop of true nectar? 
 
    “Or maybe you simply haven’t…” 
 
    Tened moved closer to him. He could feel her hot breath on his skin and smell her spicy, fragrant perfume, which was slightly intoxicating. A sharp, but elegant fingernail ran along his stubbly cheek. 
 
    “...met the right women yet.” 
 
    Hadjar took a step back. It was small enough for him to avoid plunging back into the drunken abyss and becoming another form of entertainment for the people gathered in the square, but still big enough to avoid any misunderstanding. 
 
    “You’re afraid, Princess,” he bowed slightly to show that he was being respectful, and not trying to offend her. Moreover, he really did respect Tened, both as a woman and as a warrior. Maybe he even felt a little sorry for her. “This is normal. Everyone is afraid of something.” 
 
    Tened also retreated. The mock playfulness disappeared from her starry eyes, leaving behind only a languid sadness. This was the look of a person who had lost more than they could possibly explain. 
 
    “And you, mighty General?” She asked, pressing the hand that had touched Hadjar to her heart. “Are you afraid as well?” 
 
    He turned his back on the Princess and looked at the revelers. They were having fun, enjoying life and this rare moment when they didn’t have to fight tooth and nail, spilling blood or sweat to snatch another day from the maw of the eternally-hungry death. 
 
    “Constantly, Princess,” he didn’t lie or try to obfuscate. “I haven’t lived for very long in this world. In fact, I’ve spent far less time in it than you or most other cultivators, but I’ve managed to grasp one thing: the further you get along your path, the more terrible it becomes to stumble.” 
 
    He didn’t add this part out loud, but simply thought it: Because the higher you climb, the more weight falls on your shoulders. And abandoning the right path means that all this weight will collapse on those below you. He didn’t want to say this in front of the one who was going to take on the lives... the deaths of an entire nation. He could hurt her with the words, but he didn’t want to. Even if she’d tried to kill him. Or she’d tried to get the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique from him and then kill him. It made no difference. It would still not be the right thing to do. 
 
    Tened came closer. She stood next to Hadjar and fixed her gaze on the square. 
 
    “They’re lucky,” the girl said. “In all the thousands of years that I’ve spent in the Ruby Palace, I have never been allowed to attend any celebrations.” 
 
    Hadjar understood that, too. A Princess shouldn’t think of herself as part of the common folk. It was only in fairy tales and songs that an ideal ruler was the one who’d come from the commoners. In the real world, a ruler should be able to make objective decisions, even if these decisions end up costing them hundreds or thousands of their subjects’ lives. 
 
    “But only until the morning,” a fleeting smile flashed across his lips. “Until they wake up in the morning with a pounding headache and have to start shedding sweat or blood again.” 
 
    “On the orders of those who are looking at them right now,” the Princess turned toward the private balcony where the officials were feasting under the leadership of Gadat-Glad. “And…” 
 
    Someone’s energy flared up behind him. Hadjar reacted a little faster than Tened. Maybe she was several orders of magnitude more powerful than her own Hero, but she still lacked experience. Real experience, too, enhanced several fold by the relentless training of his subconscious in the illusory world of his neural network. 
 
    “Princess Tened, Hero,” a familiar voice said. “It’s time to move on to the official part.” 
 
    Hadjar put his sword back in its scabbard. He’d already crossed weapons with Dabladurt and there was no need to do so again. The only thing that he tried to silently convey to the old man with all his might was, ‘I hope you, Abraham, and Edlet know what you’re doing.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1336 
 
      
 
    “Right now?” The Princess asked, sounding lost, but then quickly came to her senses. She looked menacing, and had her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Lead the way, honorable Eden.” 
 
    The old dwarf, leaning on his stone staff that was actually an artifact weapon, stepped aside and waved his hand invitingly toward the edge of the platform that the three of them were standing on. Tened took a step forward to meet the abyss, but then suddenly turned around and, with a bit of playful mockery in her eyes, said: 
 
    “Heed my order, Hadjar Darkhan. I forbid you from communicating with Eden Dabladurt in any way.” 
 
    The needles pierced Hadjar’s mind and soul again, and the wreath on his head warmed up a little. After speaking, the Princess stepped forward, but instead of dropping like a stone onto the heads of the revelers or, thanks to her true nature, soaring up toward the distant ceiling, she loudly clicked her crystal heel on the first step of a ruby staircase. Translucent and made up of bricks the color of blood, it had appeared the moment the old Eden had struck the ground with his staff, and he seemed to be whispering something to keep it materialized. 
 
    Hadjar sensed the ancient power of True Words in this, the power of real magic, one limited only by the inner power of a mage, and not by how much energy they’d borrowed from the World River. 
 
    “Go, little warrior,” the old dwarf pointed his staff at the crimson staircase. Each new step appeared at exactly the last moment under the Princess as she walked, making it seem like she would certainly fall if she went too fast. “According to the rules, you need to go second.” 
 
    The old dwarf simply waited. Hadjar tried to nod, but his consciousness and energy body were instantly scalded by the alien power of the wreath. The hint was unambiguous: communication using only gestures was still communication. Hadjar turned around and walked down the magic staircase. Despite the fact that it was floating in the air without any visible supports, the steps felt as reliable and strong as the mountain itself. Magic… 
 
    The old dwarf’s shuffling footsteps sounded behind him. 
 
    “The Princess forbade you from communicating with me, but communication implies that I am somehow talking to you. If I just talk at you, and you try not to listen, it means that we aren’t communicating.” 
 
    Hadjar grinned. Any oaths, any magically-enforced orders, no matter how strong and inflexible they might seem, were, in fact, only directions. If one had the proper ingenuity or experience, it was always possible for them to bypass these limitations and reach their desired destination using another, more roundabout path. 
 
    “Everything is going according to plan, little warrior.” 
 
    Hadjar almost tried to nod again, but then quickly reminded himself that he was listening to the crowd. While the wings of the bird people were getting quieter and the giants were rumbling, choosing which house’s roof they could use as a stool, he was listening to the fading celebration, and not to the Eden’s words. 
 
    “Abraham, his squad, and Albadurt are already in position. We’re just waiting for your signal.” 
 
    Over the noise of the fading crowd and the clacking of Tened’s heels, Hadjar seemed to hear someone’s voice, a voice that reminded him of the fact that only an idiot could’ve hoped that they would actually be able to stage a coup and kill the leader with the measly forces they’d had in the crystal forest. The plan had been something else entirely. 
 
    While Tash had been alive, Hadjar couldn’t have played the role of the Hero. And who would know better than Eden, the keeper of the wisdom of the entire dwarven race, what exactly this role was? So, Abraham and Hadjar had been pursuing completely different goals from what everyone else had presumed they’d been after. Before they knocked the king off the chessboard, they first needed to get as close to it as possible. And what could be closer to it than the position of the Hero? The one who was supposed to lead the Princesses to the Heart of the Mountain? The one to whom, according to the established traditions, the leader must give the key to the gates leading to it? 
 
    While he’d been struggling with his thoughts, Princess Tened had already descended to a huge stage that stood in the center of the main square. It looked like a flat-topped pyramid that was about two hundred feet tall, and the platform that served as its top was crowned with a stone pedestal inscribed with ancient runes and symbols. In the center of this hexagonal pedestal was a dark keyhole. 
 
    “Princess Tened,” Princess Edlet, who was standing on the opposite side, wearing a green and black dress, proud and with a tenacious, steely look, offered a curtsy. “I’m glad to see you in good health.” 
 
    “Princess Edlet,” the heiress of the White Dragon region replied in the same manner. “For the first time in a long time, two actual Princesses are participating in the Festival of the Dragon and the Ruby at once.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Princess Tened, this celebration will be truly significant.” 
 
    “I’m sure that it’ll go down in history and that the bards’ songs will spread the tale to many regions.” 
 
    The two Princesses, like two sides of the same coin, continued their battle of posturing and words. Hadjar, as was expected of him, stood slightly to the right and behind Princess Tened. He could still smell the spicy scent of her perfume, but now it was mixed with a sharp, coppery taste. Blood. And steel. Tened, a normally kindhearted girl who sympathized even with a simple bird that had broken one of its wings, was ready to plunge her sword into Edlet’s heart right this second. She’d do it despite her misgivings about the act, corrupting what little good was still left in the Nameless World. All because her father, the Dragon Emperor, had ordered her to do so. All because it was necessary. Would she have been able to do this if she’d been allowed to live amongst the common people since childhood? Who could say? 
 
    “People Living Under the Mountain and our honored guests!” Dabladurt’s voice seemed to come from every rock, echoing off numerous glowing stones and crystals. “The moment that we’ve all been waiting for has finally come!” 
 
    The crowd screamed and hooted. The bird people flapped their wings. The giants stamped their feet. The dwarves applauded and hummed something. 
 
    “On this day, we celebrate our eternal union with the dragons. The union that embodies peace between the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    The old dwarf struck the ground with his staff and two Udun carried a huge bowl full of red coals to the top of the pyramid. 
 
    “Why have you come, North Wind?” 
 
    “Dozens of epochs have passed since the time when the flame of war between the People Living Under the Mountain and the People Living Above the Mountain burned in this bowl.” 
 
    “The flame is still hidden in the coals…” 
 
    These words Hadjar had heard so many years ago suddenly resurfaced in his memory. He thought that something like this had been told to him by the guardian of the world between, back when Steppe Fang had first led Hadjar to the Spirit World. 
 
    “Honorable Gadat-Glad!” The old Eden turned to the leader coming up the stairs. He was alone, without any security, as was required by tradition. “Open the way to the Heart of the Mountain, so that the Hero and the Princesses can fulfill their destiny and renew our contract with the Mother Mountain and also reaffirm the peace between the dwarves and the dragons.” 
 
    “With pleasure, my old friend!” The leader thundered to the public. There was indeed a key in his hands. A key forged from all sorts of metals and decorated with all kinds of precious gems. Hadjar had never seen such a thing in his life. Nor had he seen anyone dare to violate the laws of hospitality and, moreover, ancient, immutable traditions that even stopped the gods and demons from fighting against each other. Only someone who knows neither honor nor dignity, whose soul is cursed and whose heart is rotten, can draw a weapon at such a moment. Fortunately, such a person was standing behind the Princess right now. Princess Edlet, that is. 
 
    “Now!” Hadjar roared like a spring storm, drawing his sword and holding it to Edlet’s throat. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1337 
 
    “What are-” 
 
    “Your orders, Princess Tened?” Hadjar roared again before most of the people had time to recover. “You ordered me to capture Princess Edlet so that the people of Gadat-Glad wouldn’t have time to do it themselves! But I don’t know what to do next!” 
 
    “What?” Tened appeared as confused as possible, even as several thousand dwarves and other intelligent peoples were staring at her in complete shock. She had ordered her Hero to capture Princess Edlet so that the leader’s people wouldn’t have time to do it themselves? What could’ve possibly sounded more absurd than this? 
 
    For a moment, the Ruby Mountain froze, and that was enough. 
 
    “For Edlet the Stone Hammer!” A cry sounded. “We’ll overthrow the usurper! Freedom for the artisans!” 
 
    Alba-udun was the first to run out onto the stairs. Throwing off the brown robe he had been hiding in all this time and drawing his axes, which were shrouded in flames, he rushed toward the leader, who was unarmed and only holding the key in his hands. 
 
    “Freedom for the artisans!” The cave echoed in an almost harmonious chorus, and dozens more Udun and simple dwarves, who also threw off their robes, turned the festival square into a real hotbed of pure chaos in a matter of moments. Some of them began to fight against each other. Stones flew and flashes of energy, like the recent fireworks, blended together madly in some kind of terrible dance. 
 
    The ground shook beneath Hadjar’s feet. Dagl-Uden jumped right off the platform, despite the long drop. Whatever Albadurt’s opinion of him may be, regardless of what the official looked like these days, he had once been quite strong. It was all evident in his dominant pose and the two axes he wielded, which were almost completely identical to those used by Alba-udun. 
 
    “Loyal Udun!” He cried out. “Stop them!” 
 
    Dozens of warriors, who had been holding back the crowd charging toward the pyramid all this time, turned around and rushed to the stairs. But then the first of them, as soon as his foot touched the step, fell with a smoking hole in his back. In the ancient stone in front of him, exactly opposite where his heart had once been, an arrow with a long, white plumage sparked. 
 
    “Death is near!” Guy roared. Spinning his gigantic axe around in wide arcs, clad in armor and bolstered by the energy of death, he carved his way into the crowd of Udun. 
 
    “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting, stranger?” 
 
    Abraham wielded his dagger and saber with such speed that it looked as if the old thief had at least four hands. He was also being covered by Itia, who was concentrating on methodically clearing enough space with her battle whip for her comrades to maneuver easily. It was plainly obvious that their teamwork had been refined over the course of many battles. When you added in the lightning arrows coming from a two-story house somewhere in the vicinity, ones that kept hitting any Udun who came close to breaking through their formation, they seemed almost invincible. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Princess Tened!” Hadjar played his own role well. Ten years of experience as an actor and a freak were certainly coming in handy once more. “I can no longer carry out your orders. It is my duty to protect you in this dangerous situation.” 
 
    Cutting through the air with his sword, Hadjar instantly moved behind Princess Tened. He had to act quickly. The initial shock had already worn off and her immense power was starting to surge around the girl. Faced with such overwhelming pressure, no one present would be able to lift a finger. 
 
    “This is for your own good,” Hadjar said, a stone needle held between his fingers. “Your power could bring this entire mountain down and destroy you in the process. It’s for your own good.” 
 
    Hoping that he, the Eden, and Abraham had calculated everything correctly, Hadjar plunged the stone needle into Tened’s back. The Princess screamed. A thin trickle of blood ran down her snow-white dress. Of course, this was nothing compared to that poisoned dagger she’d stabbed him with, but he still felt like they were now at least close to even. Especially considering that Tened’s aura and her True Kingdom, which had been radiating the deepest mysteries of the Sword, collapsed as unexpectedly as they had appeared. 
 
    “What... is this?” She asked hoarsely. 
 
    “The Eden’s spell,” Hadjar whispered back. “Don’t worry. It’ll last no longer than one day. If you die, I, my wife, and my unborn child will also die with you. That’s why I’ll make sure we get out of this mess in one piece.” 
 
    “My father-” 
 
    “You’ll get him the complete cultivation Technique and he won’t care about what happened here... At least until he decides to enslave the dwarves, making them his personal blacksmiths, that is.” 
 
    It was all absolutely true. Maybe the alliance with Gadat-Glad had had some meaning to the Emperor initially, but now, when the Ruby Palace was poised to grow more powerful by several orders of magnitude, at best, he simply wouldn’t care. But the residents of the mountain cared. And their Princess sure did as well. 
 
    “For freedom!” Princess Edlet shouted. 
 
    Her aura of a mid-stage Nameless spread out as much as it could manage, and so did her True Kingdom of the Stone Sword that she brought out from underneath the hem of her dress. Hadjar had never really seen or heard of truly powerful dwarves using swords before. And stone swords at that. But despite these prejudices and the material from which this blade had been made, he could sense the power of this artifact even at such a long distance. It exceeded his armor and Black Blade combined. It was a Star level weapon. The first of its kind that Hadjar had ever seen. However, it wasn’t really surprising that he’d encountered it in the Ruby Mountain, where the best of the blacksmiths and the artefactors lived. 
 
    Pushing off from the pedestal, the Princess soared into the air. Some sort of wild battle cry, full of pure, burning rage, was coming out of her throat. Her sword of solid stone suddenly turned into a pillar of lava. The flame that erupted around the Princess was dozens of feet high. 
 
    “An Udun Technique...” Hadjar heard whispers rolling through the stunned crowd in waves. Fighting and pushing mere moments ago, they’d all stopped to contemplate what was happening at the top of the pyramid. “A woman can’t learn an Udun Technique... It’s an insult to the Stone Ancestors.” 
 
    But the Princess didn’t seem to care. Her flame, now fused with her sword’s lava, unleashed an attack comparable in power to one of Hadjar’s best attacks. Still, a Star level weapon shouldn’t be underestimated. This was most likely not the full extent of its capabilities. 
 
    A leader who had almost enslaved an entire nation wasn’t someone you should underestimate, either. Without any ceremony, Gadat-Glad threw the precious key away and, almost exactly like the Princess had done moments ago, brought a two-handed axe out from underneath his clothes. As he swung it, stone whirlwinds full of razor-sharp shards of rock swirled around the blade. 
 
    The old Eden only struck the ground with his staff once, and the stones, which had been the leader’s loyal companions until recently, turned against him and pierced the dwarf’s body. The leader fell to his right knee. He coughed, and bloody lumps came out of his throat. The same thing happened to the old Eden, who had gone against the will of those whose True Names he’d just used. 
 
    “Die!” The Princess screamed and brought her burning sword down on the leader’s neck. 
 
    As the usurper’s head rolled down the stairs, everything went quiet. All sound ceased, as if it had been beheaded alongside the leader. But only for a little while. 
 
    Something exploded like a titanic grenade, and it was as if a storm had struck the backs of the dwarves, knocking them off their feet. It knocked the giants onto their backs and scattered the bird people. A huge shadow covered the entire square, and a bestial roar swept through the area: 
 
    “HADJAR!” 
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    Hadjar didn’t need to look up to know that a gigantic, wounded, and enraged dragon was hovering there. It had been silly of him to underestimate Tash’Magan, the best warrior of the Ruby Palace, someone who’d survived alone for so many years in the Strange Lands. 
 
    The heat of a thousand suns instantly scorched Hadjar’s skin. A stream of roaring flames that would be unable to harm a dragon, but could easily incinerate a human, a dwarf, or any other, rained down from the stone heavens onto the heads of those who were standing at the top of the pyramid and around it. 
 
    “Itia!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    Fortunately, the experienced cultivator quickly realized what he wanted from her. Her whip struck out like a snake. It flicked the key that had fallen on the steps and threw it into Hadjar’s hands. He caught it and, without wasting a single moment, inserted it into the keyhole and then turned it sharply. 
 
    He didn’t know how the whole process of sending the Princesses and the Hero to the Heart of the Mountain was supposed to go, but everything had clearly gone off the rails at this point. 
 
    Had Tened been acting or had she really not known that Tash’Magan had managed to survive in the Emerald Forest? Either way, it didn’t matter right now. Hadjar, together with Tened, whom he was holding in his arms, fell into a black abyss. Edlet, whose dress now shone due to the leader’s blood covering it, followed right after. 
 
    Gadat-Glad’s body remained behind on the steps of the pyramid. Apparently, the vortex of force that had pulled the cultivators inside the abyss only affected living beings. It worked like the portal that the Raven Sect had opened in the North Wind Country. 
 
    Hadjar saw the bloodied Alba-udun, the old Eden, and several unknown Udun, led by the wounded Dagl-Uden, being pulled inside as well, along with him and the Princesses. Abraham’s squad managed to get in too, right in the nick of time, except for Gustaf, who had been standing too far away and didn’t manage to get there before the shrinking vortex turned into a tornado that seemed determined to repel everyone else. 
 
    Tash’Magan, who had been forced to rapidly shift from her true form to her human one, had also managed to follow them. The fury of battle had burned in her eyes, and a long, writhing scar now marred her entire face. Hadjar didn’t know when that had appeared there. However, his attention was currently focused on something else. Right up until the black funnel of energy closed, hugging the Princess tightly to his chest, he watched as flickers of dragon flame fell into the bowl, where the coals were now smoldering with heat. After many eons, the fire of war flared up again. 
 
    The flame is still hidden in the coals… 
 
    Well, not anymore… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A young man was sitting atop a cliff hidden amongst endless clouds. He was dressed like a beggar: canvas pants, a patched gray raincoat, a linen shirt, and sandals. He didn’t look like someone who could withstand the pressure of the local atmosphere. Not even Heaven Emperors could survive on the peak of this mountain. Only the most powerful of the Immortals could stay here for a very limited period of time. 
 
    The young man had been sitting here for almost two months already, and this was an incredible feat even for the residents of the Land of the Immortals. This area was inhabited by a variety of dangerous entities… But if someone were to find out that this young man was Ash, the Master of Almost All Words, the oldest Sage, the disciple of the Blue Flame, the man who’d sealed the Black General, and many other titles… Even an Immortal would prefer to end the conversation then and there, drink something strong, and forget that they had ever heard the name of the strongest of the ten greatest Immortals, and the strongest being in all the mortal lands of the Nameless World. 
 
    Most people agreed that even by the standards of the demons, gods, and Spirits, Ash wielded power that even stars could envy. Some even claimed that he was the equal of the Demon Prince, the Fae Queens, and the Jasper Emperor. 
 
    So, if one knew who was sitting on the mountain hidden amongst the clouds, they would be quite shocked to see and hear this man’s fingers tremble as a pawn piece flies off the board and falls somewhere far below. 
 
    The young man directed his dual-colored gaze toward the heavens and sighed wearily: 
 
    “The flame rekindled in the coals of dawn...” He said in a thoughtful voice, one that held hundreds of epochs of wandering and loneliness. After all, the stronger a cultivator, the lonelier they were as they walked their path. 
 
    “The Last King was awake for a long time,” the wind sounded and an invisible hand returned the pawn to its proper place. “The horn also rang out. The ancient walls have been destroyed... What must happen will happen, young mage.” 
 
    How old was the mage with heterochromatic eyes? How many winters and how many summers had he spent wandering along the paths of the Nameless World? Many would’ve said that Ash had always been there. Some who knew more about history would’ve said that the first mention of this mage came from the Era of the Drunken Monk. So, just how ancient was this other being if they were calling him young? 
 
    “The chains are still holding the worlds,” Ash persisted, moving the pawn a little farther. “The Mountain of Skulls stands where it always has, and the time of the Potter hasn’t yet come. Everything that has happened is nothing more than-” 
 
    “You don’t believe in coincidence, Ash, son of Lesina and Arvin,” the disembodied voice objected. “What once appeared must also disappear. This is the way of the eternal wheel that grinds our fates beneath it.” 
 
    “Fates? I didn’t think that I would ever hear those words from you, Sage.” 
 
    The other entity chuckled and also made a move: 
 
    “I might hold a pen in my hands, mage, but I don’t make the ink and I don’t fill the inkwell with it.” 
 
    Ash sighed... There were only a few people left in all the worlds who still remembered his name. He could count them on the fingers of both hands. That was what time truly meant: not gray in your hair, but how many people were still left who could say something meaningful about you. 
 
    “Now, let’s continue our game, and I’ll tell you what awaits you out there, beyond the edge. Unless, of course, you have changed your mind and plan to come up to join us?” 
 
    Ash looked up at the sky above him. Here, atop the mountain, the clouds were so thin that the stars were visible even at noon. 
 
    “No… I’ve already fought for too long. This war, whether it is the last or not… I’m tired. And I’d rather die as a human than disappear like a god.” 
 
    “A human? You’ve truly made up your mind, haven’t you? That you are a human? You were once persecuted by everyone. Not a Fae, nor a human. Not a Spirit, and not a mortal, either. You’ve made a decision after all.” 
 
    “I decided a long time ago,” Ash made a move with one of his pieces and adjusted an earring in his ear. Long ago, when the world had still been small and the horizon far away, it had belonged to the Pirate Queen of the Seven Seas. “I’ll see her again. A mortal man can do that, but not a god.” 
 
    The disembodied voice said nothing. It just moved a piece and their game continued.  
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    Shaking his head, Hadjar could barely understand where he was. With great effort, he got up off the stone slabs he had been lying on all this time. Something wet was spreading across his head. He touched the top of his head and grimaced at the sensation he had sort of forgotten — the simple pain of split skin. Of course, cultivators also experienced pain, but this pain was completely different. Mortals couldn’t understand it, just as cultivators couldn’t understand the mortals’ pain. They simply lived in different worlds, even if they shared the same reality. 
 
    “Hadjar!” Tash’s cry didn’t sound scary anymore, and was even pathetic. 
 
    Dusting himself off both mentally and physically, he straightened up and looked around. He’d guessed correctly. They were in that ancient hall with two statues at the entrance. He had seen it on Princess Tened’s map and, frankly, the reality wasn’t all that different from the illusion. However, the statues of the warrior and the blacksmith didn’t look as preserved as they had in the projection. It was already difficult to make out their faces. Their weapon and tool had merged with the towering figures, and their pedestals had gradually sunk into the ground, the ancient masonry covered in hairline cracks. No matter how old Tened’s map was, the information the Ruby Palace had was clearly outdated. 
 
    “Hadjar!” Sounded again behind him. 
 
    Why was he so calm and in no hurry to react to Tash’Magan’s angry shouts? Simple: if he’d become a mortal in this hall, he assumed that everyone else had as well. 
 
    Turning around, Hadjar instantly confirmed that all his guesses had been correct. Tash, panting and sweating, was trying to lift her sword. But the ice blade weighed several tons. A simple mortal, which Tash was now, had no chance of moving such a thing. Tash’s eyes were now a simple brown, and there were no horns visible in her thick, black hair. Hadjar looked at the Princess lying on the rocks: dark hair, a pale face, and a complete absence of horns or claws masquerading as nails. She was an insanely beautiful, but simple mortal woman as well. 
 
    “Get up, Princess,” he bent down and helped Tened up. 
 
    Unfortunately, in doing so, he made it all too clear to Tash what he thought of her in this situation. She yelled something incoherent, and Hadjar clearly heard the echoes of boots pounding across the stone. Maybe she couldn’t lift her sword, but every cultivator, whether animal or human, had a dagger they used for making blood oaths. It couldn’t hurt anyone, as it was just a bit of mortal iron. It couldn’t normally do so, that is. 
 
    Hadjar managed to turn around, only to see Tash raise her dagger high in the air and almost slam the hungry steel between his eyes. 
 
    “NO!” Tened stepped between Tash and Hadjar like a snowy whirlwind in a white dress. “Tash!” 
 
    The dragoness recoiled. Her dagger fell to the ground just inches from the Princess’ feet. 
 
    “Tened, you-” 
 
    “I understand, Tash,” the Princess interrupted her. Her voice was trembling slightly, and there were probably tears in her eyes. However, Hadjar couldn’t see for himself to make sure, as she was standing with her back to him. “I understand everything… By the Great Sky, I’m so happy that you’re still alive.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No!” Tened kicked the dagger aside with the tip of her shoe. Along the way, it also hit Tash’s hand, which had reached down for the weapon. “Listen to me! We mustn’t shed blood in here, otherwise, we’ll all die!” 
 
    By this point, everyone else had also managed to recover. Apparently, if Tened hadn’t spoken up, something terrible would’ve happened. Alba-udun had already raised his dagger over Dagl-Uden, keeping his foot on his chest to ensure the other dwarf stayed down. Both of them were in the middle of two formations of Udun. Some of them supported the Uden, and others supported Albadurt. Simply put, the dwarves had almost begun a massacre. Moreover, Abraham, Guy, and Itia were standing menacingly behind Tash,  their weapons raised. 
 
    But as soon as Tened said that everyone here would die if blood was spilled, they all froze like statues in their ridiculous fighting poses. 
 
    “What do you mean, Princess?” Abraham asked, gently swinging one of his many daggers through the air. “Why would we all die here if-” 
 
    “We harm each other.” The old Eden stood up, wiping away the blood on his chin and leaning heavily on his stone staff. “As all of you may have already noticed, this is an unusual place. Your will is locked inside your consciousness, and your energy bodies are cut off from the World River, which makes us all-” 
 
    “Mere mortals,” Abraham interrupted. “That’s clear enough. But what about harming each other? Our good dwarven friend over there-” 
 
    “That’s Alba-udun to you, you blasted thief! May your manhood rot-” 
 
    “Blah-blah-blah,” Abraham waved away the Udun. “What about it?” 
 
    Ignoring Abraham and the other dwarves, the Eden went over to Princess Edlet and helped her up. Then he turned to the two statues and bowed low. 
 
    “This hall is a creation of ancient magic. The magic of dwarves and dragons. The peoples who have been connected by a single bond through many epochs. Like the Heavens and the Earth, the People Under the Mountain and the People Above the Mountain are one, but they are divided. Like the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    “Like the Heavens and the Earth,” Tened repeated, as if spellbound. 
 
    “Like the Heavens and the Earth,” Edlet echoed her. 
 
    “Like the-” 
 
    “By my ancestors!” Itia shouted. “If anyone else repeats that phrase, I’ll strangle them with my own two hands!” 
 
    “Shut up, human carrion! Choose your words carefully!” Tash flared up and jumped to her feet. 
 
    The situation quickly escalated from there. It seemed like blood would be spilled immediately, but the old Eden tapped the ground with his staff and everyone calmed down again. There was one unspoken rule in the Nameless World — respect old age. Not out of any moral considerations, but simply because it was logical. In this world where power decided everything, and thousands of people fought and died for that same power, managing to live to old age was quite a feat. 
 
    “As it was before, so it will be now,” Dabladurt declared. “The Hero of the Ruby and the Dragon will pass through the Fire and Stone Gates. He’ll undertake the three trials of the Mother Mountain, and Princess Edlet will make a blood sacrifice and renew our people’s contract with the mountain.” 
 
    There was silence in the hall. Everyone exchanged glances, but they didn’t put away their weapons. Too little time had passed since they’d tried to cut each other’s throats. 
 
    The voice of reason came from an unexpected place: 
 
    “Live for now, you disgusting slug,” Alba-udun removed his foot from Dagl-Uden’s chest. “I’ll kill you later.” 
 
    He turned around and limped toward Hadjar. 
 
    “How can I help, Hadjar-dan?” He asked. He was completely serious. He didn’t even harbor any ulterior motives. 
 
    What a fool… 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1340 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that you can’t help him,” Dabladurt put his hand on Alba-udun’s shoulder. “The Hero of the Ruby and the Dragon has to pass all the trials on his own. That is the ancient law.” 
 
    “The trials,” Abraham, after twirling his daggers, returned them to their bandolier and even held out his hand to Tash, but she only waved it away and stepped aside, “Which, as you’ve said before, depend on the number of people who enter the hall?” 
 
    “You old fool, you actually dared to share our sacred knowledge with humans?” Dagl-Uden roared as he was being dragged to his feet by his subordinates, who were having a hard time. “When the leader finds out-” 
 
    “Your leader will never find anything out ever again,” Edlet interrupted him sharply. “Listen to me carefully, Dagl,” the Princess specifically chose to use his name without the suffix of his occupation. To the dwarves, this was the most serious of insults, “You are still breathing only because our lives are protected by the Mother Mountain in this hall. And she, unfortunately, loves every one of her daughters and sons and honors the laws of hospitality. But, by the Stone Ancestors, when we leave this place, I’ll fulfill the promise I made to Alba-udun and he’ll get to fight against you. Until then, shut your mouth. If I hear one more word out of you, after you go to the Stone Ancestors, I’ll disembowel your lifeless body and give your skin to the seamstresses so they can make wineskins out of it!” 
 
    All the dwarves, even the Eden, paled a little. 
 
    “So,” Abraham cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention back to himself. “Our stranger should go there right now,” the smuggler pointed to the huge doors that were guarded by the two statues, “And we’re going to sit here and... what? Just wait?” 
 
    “Sometimes waiting is more difficult,” the Eden replied philosophically. 
 
    Hadjar wanted to add that he would’ve gladly exchanged his share of the trials with anyone else, but he didn’t. Now wasn’t the time for cowardice. If they were trapped, and their freedom depended on him overcoming some kind of trials, then so be it. He simply couldn’t leave Tened’s life in the hands of anyone else for obvious reasons. 
 
    “Tash...” The Princess, realizing that the situation wouldn’t turn into a bloodbath anytime soon, ran up to her friend and hugged her. She hugged her fiercely enough to keep the warrior from falling over. 
 
    Trickles of blood ran down Tash’s clothes. Whatever wounds she had received in the Emerald Forest hadn’t completely healed yet. Moreover, her transforming into a dragon and back again, coupled with her falling into the abyss and the interference of the local magic, wasn’t accelerating the healing process, but rather, the opposite. 
 
    Hadjar approached the old rogue. 
 
    “Keep an eye on the Princess for me,” he said, taking out a few bandages from a pocket on his belt. Keeping bandages around was the habit of a mortal soldier, and it had come to his rescue at just the right time. 
 
    “Which one?” Abraham asked. 
 
    Hadjar thought about it for a while, then answered, “Both of them.” 
 
    He turned around and handed the bandages to Tash. 
 
    “And what about you?” The wounded warrior asked despite her pain. 
 
    Hadjar shrugged his shoulders, “You need it more.” 
 
    He didn’t feel any hostility toward Tash’Magan. She’d done what she’d had to do. And he’d done the same. If the situation had been different, they would’ve tried to kill each other, but now, since they were stuck dealing with an unknown danger, they needed to join forces. After all, they had a common goal: they both wanted to get out of here and get Princess Tened out safely as well. Hadjar was beginning to understand how Helmer could talk about his friendship with the wizard Ash, despite their conflict that had been lasting for many epochs. The relationships between cultivators were often complicated. 
 
    Pondering these things, he left the group of dwarves, dragons, and humans behind and went over to the gates, where Princess Edlet and the Eden were already standing. 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan,” the Princess began. “I won’t forget what you’ve done for our people! Your statue will greet the guests of the Ruby Mountain for hundreds of centuries to come! You are the one who helped us free ourselves from the oppression of the usurper and-” 
 
    “With all due respect, Princess,” Hadjar cut her off. “Save that speech for those that actually get carried away by it.” 
 
    The Princess stopped talking. There was a flash of regal fury in her gaze, but it soon subsided. 
 
    “You’re right, human,” she finally said. “All the honors and awards will be distributed when we get out of here. If we get out of here...” 
 
    “What’s waiting for me in there, Eden?” Hadjar asked without taking his eyes off the stone doors. Each one was at least a hundred feet high. In order to get a proper look at them, he had to crane his head back so far that his neck cracked. “Damn it... And why are these doors so enormous?” 
 
    “In the old days, the Heroes were dragons,” the Eden answered. “And, long ago, they couldn’t assume their human forms.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered Tash in her true form. Well, that made sense. 
 
    “To answer your first question, Hadjar, no one knows. The trials are different each time, and depend only on-” 
 
    “The number of people that came in, yes,” Hadjar glanced at the crowd that had filled the hall with a grimace. “What happens if I fail?” 
 
    “Again, no one knows,” the Eden ran his hand over the stone of one of the statues, as if he were trying to feel or hear something, but only shook his head sullenly after a while. He, like everyone else, wasn’t much different from a mortal at the moment. “In all this time, no one has ever failed.” 
 
    “But this many people have never gone down to the temple of the Mother Mountain, either,” Princess Edlet added. 
 
    “Ah, so this is a temple,” Hadjar nodded, pretending like he didn’t care about anything else that had been said just now. “Well then, no use dawdling.” 
 
    He went up to the doors and placed his hand on them, hoping that the local magic would open them for him, but that didn’t happen. As far as everyone else could tell, he’d simply disappeared, but from his perspective… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1341 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was not in the dark. Rather, he existed in total peace, where there were no colors, no sounds. It wasn’t darkness, because there was no concept of color here. Nothing existed at all. Except for peace. And time. This was probably how a stone felt. It relished in eternal peace, contemplating time itself, its only silent companion, the only thing that would never betray or condemn it. It just contemplated, remembering everything. In some ways, this state was similar to… 
 
    “The Trees of Life, General,” a voice sounded in Hadjar’s head. “We, the mountains that were still stones back when this world didn’t yet know itself. We were the soil upon which Trees of Life grew. They absorbed our time and our wisdom, but then they became too alive and went into the future. With all its possible and impossible branches. Just like the treetops themselves…” 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t speak. There were no sounds to make words with in here. Only peace and time. A time that, for some reason, was ending… 
 
    “And you’re right again, General,” the same voice spoke once more. Or maybe these were projected thoughts? Feelings? 
 
    “The people who live under the mountain are our roots. Our past. The people who live above the mountain are our present. Our hope for the future. You’ve seen how few of our roots are left. But do you know how many dragons there are in the Nameless World, not even counting those who live in their own country?” 
 
    Hadjar had never thought about it, but now he remembered that all the stories about the Lords of the Heavens that he had heard were somehow connected to the Ruby Palace. 
 
    “Hu-Chin was the first of the Great Dragons to fall, at the hands of his own disciple, no less… Or so the legend claims. In fact, he himself took his own life using the hands of the one in whom he’d tried to invest his hope for tomorrow. The words of the Heaven Sage were too heavy for him. And he was too tired of his path.” 
 
    Hadjar had heard something about that. How Ash’s cloak had been woven by Ash himself from the memories of the wind, which Hu-Chin had captured in his pearl. 
 
    “Now, apart from the Ruby Palace, there is no longer a united pack of the Lords of the Heavens... Our time is running out, General. The time of old legends. The worlds are fading. What was given is being taken back... Everything borrowed has to be given back one day.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered Traves’ words: he shouldn’t seek borrowed power, or rely on someone else’s might, only his own. Only his own power would help him choose the right way to go. With every day that passed, he found more and more meaning in these words. 
 
    “But all living things, General, strive for one thing — to live. This is the way of this world... This is our way. The path of the Earth itself.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand what the Mother Mountain was trying to tell him. He presumed he was somehow having this strange conversation with it. 
 
    “There will come a time when you understand, General... But then it will be too late. When the one who wasn’t born becomes your undoing, you will understand the words that we said to you, but it will be too late... Everything borrowed must be given back. Everything will return to where it came from. Everything that is visible isn’t eternal. However, while the chains are still intact, while the time of the Master hasn’t yet come, and while the Mountain of Sorrow still stands, we must live. We must try not to leave... to stay... So that the stories about us will be remembered by those who will carry time in themselves. A host fighting against death... Listen to me, General. You will have to undertake three trials: the trial of the mind, the trial of the heart, and the trial of the soul.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t even have time to think about any of this before the peace disappeared and the sense of time vanished. He found himself sitting on a throne. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had never dreamed of wearing a crown. He had never coveted a throne, palaces, or stone chambers. All he needed from life was a trusty sword and a pair of sturdy boots that could withstand the miles he left behind. 
 
    Right now, however, he was sitting on a throne, the grandeur of which was difficult to describe with mere words. It was so high that he had a view of the dawn even while the silver moon was still shining above his head, and the stars were dancing around him. The stairs leading up to the throne were so numerous that a mere mortal would have to ride a horse for three hours to reach the top. 
 
    The throne wasn’t in a palace, but in the center of a city that he had never seen before. Such opulence and majesty were something that could neither be imagined nor built. Every house was like a palace in its own right. Each street was like a main avenue. Small courtyards were larger than most central squares. 
 
    Made of stone, the throne was the crown jewel of this magnificent creation, and Hadjar was its undisputed owner. He could, with a snap of his fingers, change the destinies of the uncountable living beings that inhabited his Empire. 
 
    The Empire that he’d built with his blood and his sword. He’d conquered every region of the Nameless World and had united them under his command, creating the one and only country of the Nameless World. And he’d given it a name. A simple and clear one: The Moonlight Land. He’d done so in memory of those whose blood had become its foundations. The blood of hundreds of millions who had fallen in wars that had lasted an entire era. The era of the Mad Emperor’s War. This was his Inheritance. His Way. And the red carpet that covered the steps reminded him of this every day. 
 
    “The time has come, lord of all lords,” a healer, who was standing next to his throne, bent over Hadjar. He lifted his bald, old head and helped him drink from a bowl. “Name your successor. Who will wear the crown after you?” 
 
    Hadjar saw his children. And the children of his children. And the children of their children. They occupied the entirety of the stairs. He had lived through dozens of epochs. He’d fought against the gods and demons. He’d fought against Fae and humans. All to build a world in which everyone was free from the oppression of the Heavens, but… not from his own. 
 
    Hadjar turned his gaze to the squares. There, in the wind, the bodies of those who’d rebelled against him were still swaying. The screams of the whipped and tortured rebels were reaching his ears. Ashes from books that said that people could live differently littered the stairs leading up to his throne. Freedom was built on blood. On the blood of those who’d never had enough of it. 
 
    “General who has conquered the whole world,” a familiar voice sounded in his head, “Say that you’ll keep the power for yourself. Say that you’ll sacrifice all your children and their children in order to extend your life. Say that and I’ll lock up the one who is devouring your soul forever. Say that and the Mountain of Sorrow will never fall. Say it!” 
 
    It wasn’t merely a temptation. It wasn’t a mind game of the kind that Hadjar had encountered all too often before. There was a sincere plea behind the words. 
 
    He replied with, “No one.” 
 
    “What was that, my lord?” 
 
    “My power... will go to... no one.” 
 
    As he did so, the houses collapsed and the throne fell. Hadjar had destroyed the last usurper of this world that he’d created. He’d destroyed himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve passed the trial of the heart, General.” 
 
    He felt only peace and eternal time again. 
 
    “You’ve sealed your fate with this. Whatever you do from now on, no matter how strong you become, no matter how many enemies lie dead at your feet, you chose your path. You’ll leave behind only a destroyed throne and your own death.” 
 
    No one knew what kind of trials the Hero of the Ruby and the Dragon would have to face simply because these trials weren’t trials at all, but rather a kind of... Blessing… 
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 Chapter 1342 
 
      
 
    Such blessings often gave you something, but also took something away in return. Hadjar didn’t know what he had given, but he knew what he had gained. He had acquired the knowledge that his goal was achievable — the path to the Seventh Heaven really did exist and if he didn’t stumble, he would be able to climb it. 
 
    “Time for the next trial, General. The trial of the soul.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was sitting on a high pedestal. Dressed in a black robe, he silently looked at a woman lying bound on the ground. Tears weren’t flowing from her dim eyes. She was tired of crying. Moreover, she was almost tired of breathing at this point. People with sticks and stones were standing around her. It was obvious that they were beating her. Why? 
 
    “She stole a share of my harvest!” A man who looked like a peasant shouted. “I’ve been growing it for a year! I’ve spilled sweat and blood for it! My sons have spilled blood for it! I’ve been tending it all this time and this... this... thief! She trampled on my sprouts, and stole various grains and vegetables from me.” 
 
    “You’re right,” A young man who resembled Hadjar came forward. “But did you become poorer after that, peasant? Did your wife and children starve to death?” 
 
    “No, but-” 
 
    “Then let’s listen to the next accuser!” The young man interrupted him sternly. “Please, go ahead, farmer.” 
 
    “Your Honor,” a fat, red-nosed, pot-bellied man appeared from the crowd. “She stole a piglet from me. A healthy and fat one. I could’ve sold it in the city for a good price.” 
 
    “But again, farmer, you didn’t go hungry. Your business didn’t suffer any losses. You are still standing here, healthy and smelling of meat.” 
 
    “Yes, but-” 
 
    “The last accuser, Your Honor!” 
 
    A wizened old woman with gnarled fingers appeared from the crowd. 
 
    “That little bitch stole my shawl,” she groaned. “She pulled it off the clothesline and carried it off! I loved it so much! It was given to me by-” 
 
    “Your lover, yes,” the young man interrupted her, “Back when you sold your body to everyone who wanted it. But the past is the past. Tell me, old woman, were you cold that night? Did the cold gnaw at your bones?” 
 
    “No, but-” 
 
    “Then that’s all there is to it, Your Honor,” the young man interrupted for the third time and turned to Hadjar. Their eyes met. He was looking at himself — a young and brash recruit of the Moon Army, who had only one goal — to help the ordinary mortals and save his sister. He was truly a simple and naive young man from Lidus. “You’ve heard the testimonies of all three accusers. The peasant hasn’t suffered any great losses, most of his crops are still intact, and he himself is full and hale. The farmer has lost only one piglet out of the forty heads that he still has. What is a little pig to him? And the old lady… It’s just a shawl, Your Honor. She has enough clothes already.” 
 
    The crowd was silent, and the young man continued to talk. He was standing next to a bound, tired woman who didn’t seem to care how this trial would end. 
 
    “As for my client... She stole part of the harvest to feed her newborn child. She stole the shawl to wrap her baby with instead of a blanket, something she has no money to buy. She stole the piglet to repay a healer for helping her baby not go to its forefathers ahead of time. Why did she have to do all of this, you may ask? It’s simple. Her husband went to war. He left to fight for these very same people who are now accusing her of such a serious crime. Three counts of theft is a crime punishable by death. So please, Your Honor, let this poor woman go.” 
 
    “Let her go,” a voice sounded in his head. “Let her go, General, and along with her, your pain will go away and your scars will heal. The blue wind will fly over your head once more, and your path will be clear. Let her go, General, and the chains will never break. Let her go, General.” 
 
    Hadjar got up from his seat. He went over to the one lying on the sand. He looked into her eyes. They were the same as his own. Like his mother’s eyes had been. She was lying in front of him, bound and beaten. She’d tried to save her child’s life because her husband had gone to war and died there, and corrupt officials had taken the payment intended for the dead soldier’s family. 
 
    Hadjar had a sword in his hands. The Black Blade. His loyal companion, who could easily finish off everyone standing around Elizabeth as she lay on the ground. 
 
    “Let her go…” 
 
    The sword was raised. 
 
    “Let her-” 
 
    It fell on the woman’s neck, cutting off her head. Blood splattered across Hadjar’s hands. 
 
    Maybe he’d forgotten about honor. Maybe he’d forgotten about his conscience. But he was still Hadjar Darkhan. He was still the son of Queen Elizabeth and King Haver IV. He wouldn’t let go of his sins just because he feared that they would destroy his soul. 
 
    “Is that all?” He shouted into the void. The people around him, the pedestal, and the dead body all disappeared. “What else do you want from me, you pile of stones? For me to give up my path? My sword? Then you’ll have to try harder than this!” 
 
    “Why, General? Why are you still resisting?” 
 
    Because the fact that he’d destroyed the Moonlight Sect for some higher goal didn’t wash away all the blood on his hands. This woman was still guilty of stealing part of the harvest, as she could’ve condemned someone else to starvation. The fact that because of Hadjar’s cowardice, his own wife and unborn child were now on the verge of death didn’t make him any less guilty of his own weakness. He had no right to this weakness. Just as the accused woman didn’t have the right to dispose of someone else’s property and take what didn’t belong to her, even if it had only been an old whore’s cheap shawl. The fact that he’d refused to adhere to the principles of honor was his choice alone, and that didn’t mean the rest of the world was obliged to also turn away from its ways. He was guilty. Just like that woman had been. And he knew it. Maybe that was why the blue spot on the edge of his blade grew a little bigger. 
 
    Hadjar simply replied: 
 
    “The last test, now. I don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    “If that’s your choice, General, then so be it...” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1343 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was standing in a small, cramped forge. The heat that filled it made it difficult to breathe, and the smoke that clogged his nostrils and throat made him cough. Waving away the acrid smoke, he took a step forward. 
 
    “Be careful, human, watch where you’re going!” 
 
    He looked down at his feet and saw fragments of armor, torn clothes, bones, and pieces of flesh. With a slight shock, he recognized himself. His black armor. His bones, skin, and flesh. It was him, broken and disassembled into parts. 
 
    Clank, a hammer sounded as it struck an anvil. 
 
    Clank-clank, echoed throughout the forge. 
 
    Hadjar looked more closely and saw an old, bald, slightly ungainly dwarf. His right arm was so muscular that it alone could’ve covered the body of an adult and acted as a shield for them. His left one, in contrast, was bent at an improbable angle. The same applied to his legs. Due to the constant heat and fire, the dwarf’s skin had been burnt so badly that it resembled soot. The hair at the top of his head was completely gone, and his beard, which was curled into a tight braid, was white. In his hands, he held a small hammer, with which he banged on the anvil. 
 
    “Arhad-Galen,” Hadjar guessed. “But-” 
 
    “A contract with the Fae is as immutable as a blood oath,” the legendary blacksmith continued to hammer on the anvil, giving life to his newest creation. “However, you should already be aware of that, human.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean what I said,” the dwarf paused for a second. “I can sense the seal of the same contract I bear on you... You made yours with Queen Mab, the Mistress of Darkness and Cold.” 
 
    Hadjar was about to object, but suddenly felt the words he had once heard burning like a hot iron right across his soul: 
 
    You’ll tell stories about us until one night, when the light of the sun illuminates the patroness of mothers, and a flower with black petals and a blue bud blooms. 
 
     “That’s it. Your agreement was one thing, and mine... Well, as long as the World River exists, I’ll be forging weapons for the Fae on the eve of their last war.” 
 
    “Their last war?” 
 
    “Yes, human, the same one that you have been preparing so hard for since you were born.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand what this ancient prisoner was talking about. Moreover, he wasn’t particularly sure if what was happening right now was reality or just another illusion created by the Mother Mountain. 
 
    “Do you know why no one has ever failed the Ruby and the Dragon trials  before?” The dwarf suddenly continued. “Because it’s impossible to fail them. They aren’t trials at all!” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Mortal adepts...” Arhad-Galen grimaced slightly. “They think that everything in this world has a price, that they have to pay for everything... But they often forget that they have the same rights to the world as it has to them. What do you think will remain of the mountains if the dwarves leave their depths and the dragons leave their peaks?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hadjar answered honestly. 
 
    “Nothing!” Arhad-Galen once again struck the anvil with his hammer, a little more fiercely than before. “It isn’t the Princesses who make the sacrifice, oh no… It’s the Mountain that pays its own fee. Its gifts don’t require anything. They don’t even depend on how many people come to its temple. The only thing that changes things is who comes to take its trials.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Even the wisest of the wise can make mistakes, human. Even fate itself sometimes...” Arhad paused. “It doesn’t matter, though. I’m glad that for hundreds of epochs, everyone who came here was worthy of being brought before me by the Mother Mountain. According to the agreement between it and Mab, I can forge one thing for you. Choose wisely.” 
 
    The trial of the mind… There were no words in stone. There were no feelings. Only peace and time. What Hadjar had heard had been nothing more than the intentions of the Mother Mountain filtered through his own consciousness. And now that he knew the truth, he didn’t hear the word ‘trial’ but ‘The Gift of the Mind.’ 
 
    “I can’t tell anyone about this, can I?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “You can’t, human,” the dwarf’s expression didn’t reveal any emotions. “However, you won’t really remember what happened here. Only that you managed to survive this day and that you learned a few lessons from it all.” 
 
    Hadjar was silent for a while. He’d never been particularly smart, but if, as in fairy tales, he was being given a gift, he would act as the heroes of fairy tales often did. 
 
    “Forge for me, venerable blacksmith, what you yourself think I need most.” 
 
    For the first time, the dwarf smiled: 
 
    “That was the right answer, human.” 
 
    The dwarf struck the anvil with his fist and the fragments of armor lying on the ground came to life and soared into the air. The bones and flesh flew up along with them. They fell into the furnace, which was being heated by giant bellows. Scarlet metal flowed down a chute. Arhad pounded on it relentlessly with his hammer. He hit and hit the heated metal, then cooled it down just to hit it again. Hadjar lost track of time. He just stood there and watched the dwarf work, as if fascinated… 
 
    “I’m not a Master, human,” the dwarf suddenly said. “In the entire history of the Nameless World, only one person has ever been able to reach this level. The Master level. A level where everything he touched could become anything he could imagine. Only he is the patron of all artisans, the only one worthy of being called a Master. I’m just a craftsman, nothing more. I’m just doing my work, which, by the way, is almost complete. Come here, human, and let your blood flow.” 
 
    Dazed, Hadjar approached the anvil and stretched out his hand over... a heart. An iron heart with a flame inside of it, which started beating as soon as a drop of Hadjar’s blood landed on it. 
 
    “This is my gift to you, human,” Arhad held his own hand out over his creation and it disappeared. “When the dragon’s heart stops beating in your chest, you’ll be born again. You’ll be reborn as who you truly are.” 
 
    “And who am I?” 
 
    “A human with a heart of steel and a soul of fire... Now leave. The time for me to rest hasn’t yet come, and Queen Mab is generous with the stick while being stingy with the carrot. I still have a lot of work to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Less than a week has passed, stranger,” Abraham patted Hadjar on the back. 
 
    Shaking his head, Hadjar found himself standing back where he’d disappeared from. The huge doors that he’d touched had opened, revealing a cave with a stone hourglass that had a scarlet ruby in its center. 
 
    “A week?” 
 
    “The trials of the Mother Mountain have never lasted so long before,” the old Eden exclaimed. “Even the most incredible legends only spoke of them lasting about three days. This is the longest period since-” 
 
    “The First Dragon Emperor,” Tened finished for him. 
 
    “Princess,” Hadjar was gradually coming to his senses. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “By the grace of the Mother Mountain, we didn’t need any food or water, so apart from the extremely unpleasant company, nothing happened to me, but Tash…” Tened nodded at the warrior lying on the rocks, “Needs help.” 
 
    “Hadjar,” Princess Edlet came up to him, “Can you tell me what happened in there so future generations can learn from it?” 
 
    Hadjar tried to remember, but everything was a blur. 
 
    “I thought as much,” the dwarven Princess sighed. “Well, since there are no more obstacles, I’ll be going. It’s time to give back what was borrowed.” 
 
    For some reason, after hearing that, Hadjar trembled slightly. Taking out a dagger, Princess Edlet went over to the bowl resting on the scales. 
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    “I’d love to go with you, stranger, but this beautiful lady has quite the impressive argument against it.” 
 
    They were standing at the entrance to the Ruby Mountain, in a huge queue of merchants and travelers. However, currently, after the end of the Delegation of the Ruby and the Dragon, it was going in the opposite direction from before. 
 
    Abraham and Dabladurt had decided to accompany Hadjar, Tened, and Tash, who had been lying on a stretcher all this time and hadn’t shown any signs of life, except for breathing occasionally. 
 
    “By the way, you should put away your knife, Princess, because we’re in a public place,” Abraham held his hands above his head, while the tip of Tened’s sword was aimed straight at his throat. 
 
    “I don’t trust you, Shensie. You’ve already proven yourself treacherous by assisting the dwarves in their coup,” the Princess hissed. “I won’t let you even think about taking away my country’s Inheritance!” 
 
    “Are you talking about the stranger right now?” The old rogue pointed at Hadjar, who was standing still. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t utter a word. Realizing that holding a snake in her bare hands was a dangerous thing to do, Tened had used Chin’Ameh’s magic to its fullest extent, and now he wasn’t able to talk, gesture, or even move at will. Everything he did was accomplished only and exclusively due to the Princess’ orders. Damn it all… 
 
    Even back when he had been an actual slave, he hadn’t felt as enslaved as he did right then. Tened’s assurances that it was painful for her to do this, that she would’ve liked to find a better way, that all of this was done solely for the good of the Ruby Palace… didn’t improve the situation at all. If not for his accursed oath and the wreath on his head, he would’ve taken her life by now. Well, he would’ve tried to take it, in any case. 
 
    “Of course, while we are his friends, the gods know he isn’t so dear to us that we would risk our lives for him.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gustaf nodded. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Itia confirmed. 
 
    “Death is near,” Guy… Well, he never contradicted himself. 
 
    “Really? And where is Alba-udun?” 
 
    “He’s preparing to fight Dagl-Uden, my Princess,” the old Eden bowed. 
 
    Tened swore in the dragon language. 
 
    “Whatever you might say, thief, I know that you’re still up to something!” 
 
    “That’s a pity, Princess!” Abraham grinned. “I can only think about your sword and my throat. You know, I like to drink wine, not taste steel. So, take this stranger and do whatever you want with him. I don’t care about him at all.” 
 
    Tened narrowed her eyes at him and waved her hand. Suddenly, all three of them, Princess Tened, Tash, and Hadjar, found themselves in a wide boat with a white sail that had the coat of arms of the Ruby Palace on it. Hadjar wondered why it had been impossible to get to the Ruby Mountain in a similarly comfortable way… 
 
    “I hope that we will never meet again, Abraham Shensie,” the Princess said, then sheathed her sword and waved her hand once more. The boat began to rapidly gain altitude, but, nevertheless, Hadjar still managed to see the old smuggler winking at him. Damn it all… Everything should’ve been so simple: he’d just had to take the Princess out on a trip, come back, and then acquire the scroll of the meditation Technique. Instead, there was now only one difference between Hadjar Darkhan and a lamb being prepared for the slaughter — the latter could at least bleat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you worried about something, my lord?” A beautiful demoness, who was currently massaging Helmer’s legs, looked up, briefly distracted from her duties. 
 
    “You know, Calymera,” the Lord of Nightmares drawled, sipping wine from a glass. He was lying on a huge bed, and there were about a dozen other representatives of the demonic race lying on the bed beside him. Male and female both. “I feel like I’m about to get diarrhea. However, only mortals get diarrhea, and I’m the Emissary of the Prince of Demons. So, it isn’t really clear why it feels to me like I’ll be shitting myself soon.” 
 
    The doors to his warded chambers opened abruptly and a figure appeared on the threshold, one that Helmer had least expected to see. 
 
    “Servant!” A voice that held enough power to split the Ruby Mountain in half and then level it to the ground made Helmer instantly jump to his feet. 
 
    Alas, his little toys didn’t possess the same strength he did. Calymera, along with the other demons lying on the bed around him, instantly turned to dust. 
 
    “Yes, my Prince?” Helmer, after wrapping himself up in his cloak, fell to his right knee. “I’m flattered by your early visit, but our meeting was scheduled for-” 
 
    “Do you mean to say, slave, that I can’t walk around freely in my own lands?” 
 
    “Not at all, my Prince.” 
 
    “Good! I thought for a moment that you’d already forgotten who you have to thank for the fact you’re still breathing! Now, listen to my orders! That human you stood up for so vehemently... What was his name again?” 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan,” Helmer replied. 
 
    “Exactly! Bring him to me! Immediately! If not, I’ll-” 
 
    “-skin me alive?” 
 
    “Very well, servant! I was thinking about feeding you to carnivorous worms, but that is also a good option! You’ve always been smart, my slave. Now, go to the mortal world and bring him to me. You have a mortal month to accomplish your task!” 
 
    The Prince of Demons then turned around and abruptly left Helmer’s domain. The cagey demon waited until he was definitely alone and sniffed: 
 
    “Now I understand why I’ve been smelling shit all morning…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1345 
 
      
 
    “This is becoming a bad habit at this point,” Hadjar sighed. 
 
    Well, the dungeon of the Ruby Palace was at least better than its counterpart in the Ruby Mountain. He could at least stand up properly in here. Moreover, it was even possible to walk a few steps from wall to wall. Instead of a niche in the wall, there was an actual bed in his cell. It wasn’t even a match for a bed that could be found in a cheap tavern, but given the fact that Hadjar was still in prison, it would’ve been simply idiotic of him to expect more. 
 
    Instead of bars, the corridor of gray stone outside his cell was guarded by a spell that prevented him from leaving it, despite the absence of visible obstacles. 
 
    Sighing, he sat down on the edge of the bed and massaged his temples. It was so pleasant to just feel the absence of the wreath. When they’d arrived at the Ruby Palace, according to the spell that had been cast on it and the oath he’d taken, Hadjar had fulfilled his mission, so the wreath had simply fallen off his head. However, other powerful spells had then bound him tightly, and after that, he had woken up in this dungeon. 
 
    If the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion was also somewhere in this dungeon, which might not even be a dungeon at all, since he could see natural sunlight coming in through small windows on the ceiling, they were far enough from each other that they couldn’t communicate at all. 
 
    Maybe that was just one of the effects of the spell. Perhaps it not only prevented him from leaving his cell, but also stopped any sound from escaping as well… 
 
    “Hadjar…” 
 
    Or maybe not. Hadjar raised his head. The Princess was standing in front of him. She was wearing a snow-white dress that looked like a cloud in early spring. Made of several magical varieties of silk, it shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow and sparkled due to the gems that had been sewn into it so skillfully that they were almost invisible to the naked eye. 
 
    It was no wonder that no one could believe that Tened had simply incredible power and talent as a swordsman. A beautiful girl, wearing such magnificent and expensive outfits… simply didn’t look like someone who had waded through rivers of blood before. And without spilling blood, both her own and someone else’s, she couldn’t have possibly reached such heights. Through ingesting potions and pills alone, she could’ve probably even become a Heaven Emperor, but those transcendental mysteries that he could sense in her… No, their trip to the Ruby Mountain was clearly not the first such experience she’d had. 
 
    Suddenly, Hadjar had a thought. 
 
    “Tash didn’t travel alone through the Strange Lands, did she?” 
 
    “Those were the best years of my life,” the Princess didn’t even try to deny it. “No courtiers, no intrigues and balls, no lies, no complicated messes. Only endless expanses and a simple goal: surviving until the next dawn.” 
 
    “And who was in the Palace in-” 
 
    “Body doubles, Hadjar, are something even mortal rulers use,” Tened interrupted him, sounding almost disappointed in him. 
 
    Body doubles... Of course. Strangely, those words led him to some elusive thought, which was slipping away so quickly that he didn’t understand what it had even been. 
 
    “How is our wounded warrior doing?” 
 
    “Tash will be fine,” Tened replied, clearly relieved by the news. “The healers promise that in less than a century, she’ll return to her former glory and will be able to serve once more.” 
 
    Dragons lived for a long time... A very long time. 
 
    “It’s time for us to go, Hadjar,” Tened placed her hand on the flickering seal in the center of the spell, and it fizzled and dissipated, opening up a passage into the corridor. “My father is waiting for us.” 
 
    He got up and came close to the Princess. She was shorter than him. She barely reached his chest, but he couldn’t allow himself to be deceived by her imaginary fragility. In the entirety of the Dragon Lands, she was perhaps the second greatest swordsman, after her father. Hadjar should’ve guessed that the Dragon Emperor would never leave his throne in the hands of someone who couldn’t hold it. He’d prepared his daughter well. 
 
    “What fate awaits me?” He asked. 
 
    The Princess looked up at him with her starry eyes, and then looked away, but not quickly enough for Hadjar to miss the hidden pain in them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she lied, and then, much more quietly, she added. “I’m sorry... Really, I am.” 
 
    Hadjar touched his bracelet. He was very sorry, too. But what was the point of waiting for something else? There was no honor, no dignity, no friendship in this world. Only family ties, which didn’t always matter, personal gain, the pursuit of which sometimes backfired on you, and debt, which always worked flawlessly. Everyone did what they had to do. For the sake of themselves. Or others. Or their King. Or their country. Or their people. Or their gods. Or their demons. It didn’t matter. Everyone willingly bound themselves in chains for one reason or another. 
 
    They climbed a spiral staircase that was somewhat similar to the one in the Ruby Mountain and then found themselves in a spacious hall. Hadjar had always wondered why it was so easy to get from the dungeons to the reception halls of Kings and Queens. It was as if they did nothing but visit those who were doomed to slowly rot within the moldy stone walls. 
 
    The hall, which was spacious enough to accommodate several thousand visitors, looked even bigger due to the fact that it was almost empty at the moment. In the center, underneath an archway decorated with depictions of legendary scenes from the past, only a few figures were standing on the magic marble: Sin’Magan and his beast named Sashkem, who was lying behind him and lazily flicking his tail back and forth. It was a tiger-like creature powerful enough to cause Hadjar a lot of problems. Aesir was sitting on some pillows imported from the Sea of Sand and inhaling from a hookah, exhaling fragrant steam periodically. She looked at Hadjar with undisguised contempt. It immediately became clear to him who exactly had posed as Princess Tened while she and Tash had wandered around the Strange Lands. And, of course, there was the Dragon Emperor himself. 
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    Hadjar had last seen him at the celebration, when the Hero of the Ruby and the Dragon had been selected and when he and Chin’Ameh had meddled in such a painstakingly and comprehensively planned out scheme. The Emperor hadn’t changed at all since then. He still looked like a mountain that had come to life: he was taller than Hadjar, broad-shouldered, with thick eyebrows, red, inhuman eyes, and hard muscles that his loose silk clothes couldn’t hide. 
 
    On his belt rested a scabbard with two blades. They were the only paired Star level swords in the entire White Dragon region. Well, at least among those that were known to the public. Who knew how many secret treasures were hidden in these lands? The hilt of the right blade, which seemed like it was made of silver, was crowned with a pommel in the form of a grieving woman that looked like an angel or a Spirit, and the pommel of the left blade, which looked golden, bore the visage of a fiercely grinning demon. 
 
    The power of these blades was almost absurd. Glancing at them, Hadjar sensed something sharp touch his soul. If he’d been anything less than a Lord, even a powerful Spirit Knight, simply taking a look at these artifacts could’ve sent him to his forefathers. What kind of monster could’ve possibly forged such a thing? 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan,” the Emperor’s voice was just as powerful and menacing as his whole figure would imply. “Neither a human nor a dragon. Neither a Prince nor a General. The one who betrayed every land that could be called his homeland and even left everyone he could’ve called friends behind.” 
 
    Hadjar remained silent. The Emperor smiled, showing predatory, long fangs. There was no doubt in Hadjar’s mind that he knew how to use them with no less skill than his blades, if not more so. The power of a peak-stage Heaven Emperor only complemented his already menacing visage. 
 
    “Sometimes, when I hear stories that reach my Palace, I find similarities in them...” The ruler of one of the largest regions of the Nameless World continued his musings. The dragon Emperor was one of the most powerful figures in the entire mortal world, both due to his authority and his personal might. “When I was little, my grandfather used to tell me stories that his grandfather had told him. One of them was about a disciple of one of the last real Lords of the Heavens. The Great Sage Hu-Chin the Blue Flame. By the way, your slippery friend Chin’Ameh was named after him.” 
 
    Hadjar maintained his silence. The Emperor’s words were far less of a concern to him than the number of blades in this hall. If the dragons thought that he would simply bow his head to them and wait to die, they were grossly mistaken. 
 
    “His name was Ash. A wandering, restless mage. His story is similar to yours... Or yours is similar to his. I’ve heard this story several times by now.” The Emperor turned around and walked slowly toward his throne. “So, I have only two questions for you, Hadjar Darkhan, the so-called Mad General. The first of them is: whose heart is currently beating in your chest?” 
 
    As before, Hadjar didn’t speak. The hookah’s mouthpiece landed on the pillows, and Aesir was suddenly standing next to Hadjar. Her knives flashed and she said: 
 
    “Get on your knees when talking to-” 
 
    A blade easily stopped Aesir’s weapons. Tened stood on Hadjar’s left, holding the sword that had blocked the irate girl’s onslaught. 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan isn’t just our prisoner,” the Princess stated firmly, “He’s also a guest. The Ruby Palace has always honored the laws of hospitality. He isn’t obliged to bow or respond to the Emperor if he doesn’t want to.” 
 
    Aesir’s eyes flashed, but she immediately sheathed her knives, bowed deeply, and stepped aside. 
 
    “Your-” 
 
    Laughter interrupted Tened’s words. The Emperor laughed loudly, and it sounded as if a mountain was cracking somewhere nearby, or a volcanic eruption had just begun. 
 
    “You’re right, Princess,” he said, wiping his eyes. “But, as practice has shown, nothing stimulates a guest’s desire to cooperate better than torture.” 
 
    This should’ve probably scared Hadjar, but over the decades that he’d spent in the Nameless World, pain had long since become like a sister to him and no longer frightened him. There were things in this world worse than any pain. 
 
    “However, it doesn’t matter,” the Emperor waved his hand vaguely. “Regardless of whose heart is beating in your chest, we will find out by looking at your coat of arms.” 
 
    Before Hadjar could even process what the dragon had just said, Sin’Magan moved behind him much faster than Aesir had. Even Tened didn’t have time to react. With an absolutely calm, emotionless face, Sin pulled Hadjar’s robes to the side, exposing the right side of his chest, where the symbol of the Dark Storm clan, the destroyed branch of the Imperial dragon family, was supposed to be. 
 
    There was a moment of confused silence in the hall. Chin’Ameh had managed to foresee even this. Instead of the actual clan symbol, there was a black circle with incomprehensible squiggles contained within it on Hadjar’s chest — a coat of arms, yes, but one invented by Chin’Ameh himself, and therefore fictional. 
 
    Surprisingly, the Emperor was disappointed at the sight of it. 
 
    “I guess there really are no miracles in this world…” He murmured under his breath. Then he reached into his robes and pulled out a dilapidated stone die. Without a care, he threw it at Hadjar’s feet. “This is what you came to my Palace for, General. The ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique. The knowledge passed on to my people before the human tribe even came to this world. The knowledge that has made us Lords of the Heavens and guardians of wisdom. It’s yours now. Take it.” 
 
    Of course, Hadjar remembered that, according to the original agreement, he could personally go to the treasury and take anything he liked from there. He could’ve demanded they do so, and, of course, the Emperor would’ve accompanied him to the treasury. But what would be the point? Hadjar still needed this scroll to continue his journey to the Seventh Heaven, and the Emperor needed Hadjar to learn this knowledge so he could then extract it from the body of his guest/prisoner. So, the scroll would wind up in his hands regardless, and while he would be able to take something from the treasury that might help him… The Emperor had obviously thought about all of this as well, and had probably removed everything from his treasury that could potentially turn the tides against him and his country in advance. So, Hadjar would simply be wasting time and demonstrating that he was a coward if he did so. No, he wouldn’t bring such joy to these scaly beasts, not ever. 
 
    All these thoughts flashed through Hadjar’s mind like lightning, after which he bent down and picked up the stone die. 
 
    “What should I do with it?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In front of Hadjar, its back to him, a figure stood in the middle of a foggy road, not far from a mahogany gate, wearing simple clothes that had some kind of hieroglyph on the back. A red umbrella hid the figure’s head. 
 
    “Hello, Fourth General,” the figure said.” 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “Let’s go, Hadjar Darkhan, the path to the stars isn’t easy, and this borrowed time is coming to an end.” 
 
    The figure took a step forward and melted into the fog, leaving him standing in the middle of the road, completely baffled by all of this. 
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    “Wait!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    He felt like he knew exactly who was hiding under the red umbrella and he needed to see their face. He ran inside the curtain of fog. The figure was an arm’s length from him, but as soon as Hadjar reached for it, it instantly retreated, making sure the distance between them remained the same. 
 
    “Who-” 
 
    Before he even finished speaking that single word, the road disappeared under him. Almost out of breath, he suddenly found himself in an odd place. The fog moved away, forming a kind of wall around the two of them. The figure’s clothes were replaced by something silky, snow-white, and shining with starlight. It had its back to him again, but this time, it was sitting. Holding its sleeve, the figure ran a long brush over a parchment, writing out a hieroglyph in black ink. The mahogany table shook slightly with every movement the figure made, as if the stranger wasn’t engaged in calligraphy, but was fighting an incredible battle against something ephemeral and powerful. 
 
    “Your path is so short, Fourth General,” the figure said. Its voice was soft and light, enveloping his consciousness like the fog hovering along the circumference of the stone platform. “Just like a young tree that chose the day of its flowering right on the evening of a terrible storm. Its flowers, undoubtedly beautiful, will appear only for a short time. It’ll dazzle everyone with their beauty and splendor, only to disappear into the heavenly fire soon after.” 
 
    Hadjar reached out once more to touch the figure, but failed yet again. 
 
    “Who are you?” He asked. 
 
    “You know who I am, Fourth General.” Another stroke of the brush produced a new hieroglyph. “Just as you know who you are, but with each new day, you try to forget, try to deny your own essence.” 
 
    Hadjar had no idea what this entity was talking about, which meant that whoever was talking to him right now was one of the Ancients, like Freya, Helmer, Mab, and so on. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Hadjar looked around. 
 
    He couldn’t understand whom he was talking to, but at least he could find out where he was. Alas, even that remained a secret. All he could see was the stone platform under them. It was made from gray stone, and there was a mosaic that looked like the blooming bud of some flower, the name of which he didn’t know, in its center. Its petals seemed to flow inside each other. There was definitely some deeper meaning to this, but it eluded him. 
 
    “The correct question is: what are you doing here?” Another wave of its hand, and a new line became part of the hieroglyphs hidden from his eyes. “Why did you come here, Fourth General?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t see it, but the figure seemed to smile. 
 
    “To the place where the one who walks loses their name in order to find it again,” the figure replied. It was conversing with him as easily as it made calligraphy. 
 
    “My name is not the Fourth General,” Hadjar had enough experience in communicating with the Ancients to know how to extract at least a bit of something reasonable and understandable from their half-hints and cryptic ramblings. 
 
    “Not yet. But if you have come here, the path has already been drawn. All you have to do is follow it to the end and finish the legend of the Four Generals.” 
 
    Hadjar stood there, silently trying to process this. Whatever he said at that moment, it would hardly change anything. 
 
    “Time is short, Hadjar Darkhan. Don’t be silent.” The figure seemed to be hinting at something. 
 
    “You’re the creator of the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ and the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Techniques,” he finally said. 
 
    “I created a lot of knowledge,” the figure nodded. “But you haven’t come for that. You’ve come for the knowledge of how to walk through the starlight, right? Or you’ve come for the power to reject the laws of the Heavens and the Earth and go to the country where there is no time? Or you’ve come because you had to come? Don’t answer that. I can see that in you, like in the flower of the extinguished star upon which you’re standing, these and many other paths have merged, and it is no longer possible to distinguish where one begins and the other ends.” 
 
    Hadjar looked down. He knew of only one star that was famous enough that even now, eons after it had gone out, some people still remembered it. Miristal. 
 
    “To walk through the Clouds, you found wings in yourself, Hadjar Darkhan. But to walk through the Stars...” The figure made a new stroke. “This is much more difficult. Those wings alone won’t be enough…” It paused. 
 
    “What will I need?” 
 
    “The same as anyone else who sets out on a journey through eternal darkness, along paths laid down by fragments of a once unified whole. You’ll need the power of your Name to withstand the pressure of the darkness. It’ll take the strength of your mind to find landmarks, and a blazing, steely heart to keep you warm where the Name of Fire doesn’t exist. In the end, you’ll be able to count only on your Spirit, which will be there for you even after everything ends.” 
 
    Hadjar shook his head. 
 
    “After everything ends?” Hadjar didn’t really grasp what exactly the figure was trying to say. 
 
    However, what it had described was similar to the four stages of cultivation: the initial stage, the middle stage, the advanced stage, and the peak one. But the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique was supposed to guide someone from the start of the Lord level to the Immortal level, and those were only three full levels of cultivation: the Lord, the Nameless, and the Heaven Emperor level. So, the figure was talking about something else, but what? 
 
    “Our time has come to an end, Fourth General,” the figure put down the brush and stood up. “I’d have liked to see the ending of this legend, but alas, I have only a meager role in it, so accept this gift,” still standing with its back to Hadjar, it pointed to the scroll lying on the table. “The three who rebelled against...” the figure clearly said something else, but he couldn’t distinguish what it was, as if the magic of words was preventing him from doing so, “…had their own coats of arms. It’s time for you to put on your own coat of arms, which, like that flower under your feet, will become something that will carry your will even after you leave.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the table, but the parchment was no longer there. 
 
    “Your soul is too weak, Fourth General,” the figure disappeared and Hadjar was left alone on the platform. “With such a weak soul, you won’t be able to rise to the stars. Remember this when…” 
 
    The words faded. Hadjar blinked. The platform and the fog with the flower had disappeared. Hadjar was standing on a stone peak with a view of the mountain range around it. Somewhere in the west, the sun was sinking behind the stone, turning the sky crimson. 
 
    “What the...” He turned around. 
 
    Behind him, gates appeared, reaching for that same fiery sky. They were barred with a seal that looked like a coiled dragon, which held a star between its claws. At their foot, a little ways away, a granite stele with the following inscription slowly rose up from the ground: 
 
    Having passed through the clouds, we will rise above the solar wind and, spreading our wings, we will go to the very stars, where we will meet our fiery dawn in a glorious battle. We are the Lords of the Heavens. Our path is to the last heaven. If you dare to come with us, go through the gates. Be strong. Be persistent. A trial awaits you, youth of our kin. Overcome it and you will see the way to the stars, where we will meet you under the flag of the last battle. 
 
    The text was written in the symbols of the dragon language and, like any other Technique, radiated pathos and absurdity. However, it was enough for him to understand that he needed to open the gates and pass the trial to get the Technique. This was nothing new, as almost every meditation Technique, the cornerstone of the path of cultivation, had a similar ‘inner lock.’ With its help, the creator would weed out the unworthy, those that spending knowledge and resources on would’ve been a waste. 
 
    But… Hadjar looked at the sunset again. It turned out that the figure he had just talked to had nothing to do with the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique. Who had that been, then? Damn it all… 
 
    Hadjar sighed. Shaking his head and cursing, he walked through the gates. 
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    After stepping through the gates, Hadjar had been prepared for almost anything, but definitely not a sandy parade ground and soldiers. Lined up in neat rows, they approached beautifully carved tables that military officials were sitting at, dressed in dark clothes. There were white armbands on their sleeves with black ink writing that signified numbers in the dragon language. 
 
    Hadjar guessed that he was in the middle of a huge dragon army. All the military personnel around him had horns sticking out from under their hair, their fingers were crowned with claws, and their eyes were definitely reptilian. 
 
    All of these common soldiers, which numbered in the thousands, were apparently descendants of the high-mountain families. In other words, the aristocracy. They were more numerous than all the dragons that lived in the Ruby Mountain. So, wherever he was, it definitely wasn’t the Ruby Mountain. 
 
     The army stood on the border of a mountain plateau with a view of the valley below. Hadjar had fought a lot. He’d served longer than some mortals managed to live in this world. He’d fought in a variety of battles. He’d fought against demons, dragons, Spirits, elves, golems, but... he had never seen anything like this before. The twilight of the setting sun was mixed with scarlet. All the various shades of red had turned the sky and the ground below into a cauldron of carnage. Everything that the eye fell on in the vast valley, from the left to the right end of the horizon, from the northern wastelands to this mountain, was covered in blood. The warriors who were fighting in the valley were knee-deep in blood. How was this even possible? How many soldiers had died here? Was there even a number that could describe the number of souls who’d departed the world in this insane massacre? 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Private, did you lose your wits from fear?” Someone nearby chuckled. “Are you really an offspring of the glorious Lords of the Heavens, the companions of our Emperor?” 
 
    Hadjar turned to the speaker. Next to him stood a broad-shouldered, short-legged warrior. He had an impressive build, but incredibly short limbs. He also had skin the color of wet river sand. The fangs that peeked out from underneath his upper lip were flat, as if they were intended not for tearing, but for grinding. 
 
    “Have you never seen an Earth Dragon before?” The warrior chuckled. In his hands, he was twirling a stone die tied to a white belt. Hadjar found an exact replica of it near his scabbard. His empty scabbard. “Well, there aren’t that many of us left. Although, there’s obviously still more of us than the River Dragons, our older brothers. The last war against the Fae battered them the most.” 
 
    “Against the Fae?” Hadjar tried to pretend that nothing extraordinary was happening. “So we’re at war with the Fae?” 
 
    “With the Fae?” The Earth Dragon asked and laughed out loud. He was laughing hard and holding his chest, as his short arms didn’t reach his voluminous stomach. He threw back his head and from under his hair appeared not horns, but stone growths. “Buddy, did you shit your brains out or something? Terror really has made you lose it… We’re fighting against the Black General. Have you heard about him? He’s such a weirdo: not a human, nor a demon, nor a Fae, nor a god, not even a beast. He’s just a dead-born bastard who wants to destroy the whole world.” 
 
    Hadjar turned back toward the valley. Now he could clearly distinguish that the warriors who were clashing in this terrible battle were divided into two camps: the ones who were wearing armor of all colors, and their enemies, who were wearing pitch-black armor and cloaks as blue as the azure sky. A familiar color… Once, he himself had worn a similar one. 
 
    “So this is a Demon Parade...” Hadjar drawled. 
 
    “You’ve remembered at last!” The Earth Dragon slapped him on the back. Even though his arm was short, it contained plenty of strength. “But no, you’re still a little off. This is the eastern front under the command of our Emperor,” the dragon pointed with a claw at a high mountain spire. Hadjar turned in that direction and saw a familiar figure — the mighty warrior whose Shadow he had encountered in that tomb in the jungles of Karnak. The dragon wore monstrous armor, and he was leaning on a halberd while holding a huge, heavy broadsword in his hands. The Emperor was surrounded by his generals and officials. “The eastern front is the front of the magical races, led by us dragons. On the western front, the Fae are fighting under the leadership of their Queens. In the south, the gods and demons are fighting together, if you can believe it, and in the north, the human Immortals under the leadership of the Bloody General are holding the line.” 
 
    Upon hearing this, Hadjar twitched as if he’d just been lashed. Something in those words was both familiar and painful to him. 
 
    “What Bloody General?” 
 
    The dragon squinted and waved his hand at him, “Bend down, my friend.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want to check if something has put a hole through your head and that’s why you’re so forgetful. The Bloody General is also known as the Walking Disaster and the mortal enemy of all dragons. He’s a murderer and a treacherous son of a whore. He’s the disciple of Hu-Chin the Blue Flame, the Wizard Ash.” 
 
    “Ah... that Bloody General.” 
 
    Hadjar had obviously heard about Ash. If a cultivator reached a sufficiently high level of power, there came a moment when it was impossible not to learn about Ash, as he was the strongest of the Immortals, the human equal in power to the gods. 
 
    “Yep,” the dragon said. “If I could, I would kill him with these very hands…” He mimed breaking someone’s neck. “Unfortunately, only he can fight on equal terms with the Black General.” 
 
    “A human mage is fighting on equal terms with the Black General?” 
 
    “Human?” The dragon waved his words away. “He has the blood of a human, the heart of an ifrit King, the magic of dragons, the will of the ancient gods, and one of his eyes is demonic. To me, he isn’t much different from the Black General. Moreover, Helmer, the Demon Prince’s mutt, is helping him. He’s also quite... unusual. He leads his hordes of nightmares as a general would lead an army... The Gray General, they call him. Well, they only do that behind his back, of course. Helmer doesn’t like that nickname.” 
 
    Hadjar narrowed his eyes at the dragon, “How do you know so much?” 
 
    The Earth Dragon stammered, then looked into Hadjar’s eyes and said: 
 
    “It’s your turn now, Hadjar Darkhan, may the ancestors help you,” the dragon bowed slightly, then dissipated into the morning mist. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to say anything before his gaze landed on the chest of a huge creature. He was also a dragon, but his skin was as white as snow, he was over ten feet tall, and instead of normal fangs, steel ones jutted out from his mouth. 
 
    “Don’t hold up the line, you little brat,” he growled. 
 
    Hadjar nodded stiffly, turned, and walked over to the military official’s desk. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1349 
 
      
 
    Usually, when he was forced to undertake a trial, for example, the trial of an Inheritance, or the tomb of an Immortal, or the trial of a school or sect of martial arts, they all had a specific purpose and conditions. But all that Hadjar had received before finding himself amidst the army of the First Dragon Emperor had been a mysterious stele and cryptic words about the last sky and the last battle. He had no idea what exactly he needed to do in this ‘theatrical production’ based on the battle where the Black General had been split into many pieces, and his most powerful fragment had been locked away in the Mountain of Skulls. So, for the time being, he had to swim with the current, hoping that it would take him to a spot where the banks were at least visible. 
 
    “Your name?” The official asked. 
 
    Apparently, the battle had lasted for so long that, in addition to the regular army, the reserves were also being called up. 
 
    “Hadjar Dar...” He caught himself in time. “Just Hadjar.” 
 
    “What an unusual name. Are you a halfbreed?” The official made a slight grimace. His delicate skin and well-groomed hands screamed that he had never held anything heavier than a calligraphy brush in his life. But Hadjar was no longer so young that he would not respect such people, or dragons for that matter. Everyone had their own path and their own war in this life. 
 
    “A kind of halfbreed, yes,” he nodded, adjusting his simple armor, which didn’t fit him all that well, being too loose. It wasn’t an artifact. It was made of simple tanned leather with some metal plates and a felt lining. Such a thing couldn’t stop a mortal arrow, let alone a Technique. 
 
    “What tribe is your dragon parent from?” The official asked casually, albeit with some hostility, while adjusting a funny wooden headpiece that rested on his tuft of jasmine-scented hair. 
 
    Hadjar had heard that interspecies marriages had been treated with far less disgust in the past. Thousands of epochs ago, when this war had taken place, there had been far more magical races around, and the human race, on the contrary, had been far less populous. So, interbreeding had happened on a constant basis. 
 
    “The Dark Storm clan,” Hadjar replied. 
 
    In principle, there was almost no lie to be found in his words. His glorious ancestor Traves, may his forefathers welcome him with honey and bread and lavish him with honor and glory, had really belonged to this tribe, which had been one of the two families that the family of the First Emperor had produced when they’d had their schism. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it, but that doesn’t matter. How do you wield the Therna?” 
 
    There was an oppressive pause. Therna was… 
 
      
 
    [Entry: Therna. 
 
    Title of the records: The History of the Nameless World. 
 
    Description: Therna is the energy of the World River. It bore that name before the Black General taught mortals the path of cultivation. It was used as the official designation for the energy of the World River for three more epochs after the fall of the Black General.] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar blinked. The neural network had never retained its functionality in illusory worlds before… Which was a bit worrisome, since he couldn’t have possibly gotten here by himself. Well, time was sometimes the subordinate of the strongest cultivators, like the Shadow of the Immortal Swordsman that had been able to slow down the passage of time so much that Hadjar had spent a whole year in its cave, for example. But even the Jasper Emperor didn’t have enough power to send someone’s body and consciousness thousands of epochs into the past, to the times when these very epochs had been given names. 
 
    “I’m a swordsman,” Hadjar explained. 
 
    “A swordsman? Why not a spellcaster? Or a summoner? A sorcerer, at the very least? Any kind of mage! Another fighter... We haven’t got enough artifacts for all of you. You die too quickly!” He waved his hand irritably. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand what the official was talking about. His neural network was also silent. This was all very ancient, after all. 
 
    “Sign this,” the official turned a parchment and an inkwell with a stylus toward him. 
 
    Hadjar quickly scanned the document. It said that he understood the risks and that his family, if he had any, should petition the Central Council in case the world survived and he didn’t, to receive compensation in the amount of twelve gold coins weighing seventy-two grams each. And some other meaningless crap. It was a standard army contract, modified to suit the madness going on around here. Without hesitation, he dipped the stylus into the ink and made a long, beautiful stroke. 
 
    “Oh, you can write,” the official was surprised. “Wow... That’s unusual. Okay. I just need you to do one more thing and then you can go off and be a hero,” the official spoke those last words with a slight note of sadness and a ton of irony. After all, he probably processed hundreds of people like Hadjar every day, and all of them became another drop in the sea of blood that the valley was gradually turning into. “Don’t be afraid, Hadjar. It won’t bite your hand off. We just need to check the density of your Therna so that I can give you an appropriate artifact.” 
 
    The official pointed to a lion’s head on the table with a hollow in its mouth for his palm to rest in. Hadjar had already dealt with such things when he’d first come to the parade grounds of the Moon Army. Only there the device had been used to identify the applicant’s level of cultivation. 
 
    Before placing his hand into the animal’s mouth, Hadjar mentally examined his Core. His power didn’t exceed the seventh stage of the Bodily Rivers level. The only good thing was that he still possessed the True Name of the Wind and his True Kingdom of the Sword. 
 
    “Well, you’re full of surprises, Hadjar of the Dark Storm clan,” the official’s eyebrows rose slightly. “You have an incredibly dense Therna and you even know one Word. If you had come at least a week earlier, I would’ve found a good Earth level blade for you. Sadly, only mortal steel remains in our stores.” 
 
    “So why-” Hadjar began, mentally making a note that the data recorded by his neural network regarding Therna wasn’t entirely correct. Apparently, it had nothing to do with the energy of the World River you wielded. Rather, it was a measure of a cultivator’s personal power, how knowledgeable they were regarding the mysteries of the world. 
 
    “But!” The official raised his index finger proudly, interrupting him. “I have a special artifact. I haven’t given it to anyone yet, simply because there hasn’t been a swordsman with such a dense Therna yet. I didn’t want them to become food for this thing.” 
 
    Hadjar’s heart skipped a beat. No, such a coincidence simply wasn’t possible… 
 
    “Here, Hadjar,” the official waved his hand and a colorless sword flew out of the box behind him, which was obviously a spatial artifact. 
 
     It was absolutely colorless, too. Usually, the blade had at least some color to it. The most common, especially in the mortal lands, was the natural color of steel. But this one didn’t have any color yet. 
 
    As soon as Hadjar took it in his hand, it began to change. It lengthened, and its blade thinned out and sharpened on both sides. The hilt without a guard lay snugly in the palm of his hand, and the black blade with a barely noticeable blue spot looked upon reality like a lurking predator. 
 
    “It’s a predatory blade,” the official explained. “The more enemies you destroy with it, the stronger it will become. Who knows, maybe this war, if it doesn’t become the last ever war, and if you survive it, will grant you a treasure that you couldn’t have even dreamed of before... Now go, Hadjar. Go down into the valley. Everyone there who is wearing black is your enemy.” 
 
    Hadjar was barely listening to the official. Only one thought was repeating itself over and over in his head: That’s impossible. He was holding his sword. His Black Blade. 
 
    He looked to the east, where the night sky was opening up its cold embrace. In its center, the brightest star shone like an icy crown. The beautiful Miristal. The star whose light couldn’t be faked by any illusory world… 
 
    “Fucking hell…” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1350 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward silence in the throne room of the Ruby Palace. 
 
    “Is this how it’s supposed to go?” Sin’Magan dared to break it. 
 
    Hadjar Darkhan, a very strange human with a dragon heart, had been standing in front of them a minute ago. As far as Sin could understand, he had the key to returning their rightful Inheritance to the dragons: the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ and the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Techniques. 
 
    The second Technique, the ‘Path Through the Stars,’ had been kept in the Emperor’s treasury all this time, but was, in fact, useless without the first scroll, the ‘Path Through the Clouds’. That was why none of the dragons of the last few eras, ever since the Dark Storm clan had been destroyed and the current Emperor had ascended to the throne, had been able to achieve Immortality. The knowledge required to do so had been lost. Any attempts to contact the Land of the Immortals, where those dragons who had thrown off the shackles of time before the tragedy had occurred still lived, had ended in complete disaster. 
 
    However, even if they managed to take both Techniques from Hadjar, neither the current Emperor nor Princess Tened would be able to achieve Immortality. They had, using other, much weaker Techniques, advanced further than the ‘Path Through the Stars’ required them to, rendering it useless to them. But that didn’t matter. A son or a grandson of Princess Tened could do it. And it would give hope to the dragons. The hope that they wouldn’t suffer the fate of oblivion, as had already happened to countless other magical races before. 
 
    That was why Sin’Magan, his sister Aesir, Princess Tened, and the Emperor had all been on high alert, ready to pounce on Hadjar if the need arose. And yet… he was gone. Only the stone die that contained the mysteries of antiquity had fallen to the floor, slowly rocking back and forth. 
 
    “Bring Chin’Ameh here immediately,” the Emperor ordered, then turned around and stomped over to his throne. 
 
    It became clear to Sin that whatever was happening right now was not part of the Emperor’s plan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar pushed a body that was leaning on him away with his shoulder. Whoever it had been, the creature had been no less powerful than a peak-stage Nameless who possessed mysteries at a level slightly higher than that of Hadjar’s own. 
 
    Breathing heavily, Hadjar took a step back and wiped his face. His legs were drowning in blood up to his calves. Blood and fire were everywhere. How long had he been fighting this battle against monsters, humans, dragons, and anyone else who challenged him? He had no idea, but Miristal had already managed to rise to its zenith. His once grayish armor was now stained with scarlet streaks, and the field around him was covered in his butchered opponents. If not for the fact that they all wore black armor, he would’ve had no idea who he should fight — there were simply too many warriors here. The sound of their clashing Techniques, blades, and spells had turned into a sort of background noise for him. 
 
    Hadjar instinctively ducked. He was just in time, too, because a bluish-white lightning bolt shaped like a crossbow bolt flew over his head not even a moment later. It was small, about the size of a teenager’s hand. In the current era of the Nameless World, a Spirit Knight wouldn’t have even paid any attention to it. And then they would’ve paid with their life for such negligence. Hadjar had no idea what it was connected to, but this lightning bolt had had enough power to make even Tash’Magan take notice. 
 
    After flying about a hundred feet through the air, the arrow plunged into the rump of a huge monster that looked like a cross between a bison and a hippopotamus, went through its black armor and, after reducing it to a handful of ashes, dropped the mages who’d been standing on its back into the sea of blood. 
 
    “Fucking mages!” A fighter Hadjar had been cooperating with so they could cover each other’s backs for the last few hours shouted. He was a big, muscular creature with the head of a bull and the torso of a human covered in white hair. A kind of minotaur, if he had to guess, and one that could wield an enormous iron club with ease. “Come on, little dragon, let’s drink some magic blood!” 
 
    Letting loose a roar that was somewhat similar to the lowing of a mad bull, he charged forward, clearing the way with his terrible weapon. With each swing, armor crumpled, blood surged into the sky, and creatures flew in all directions. He even managed to finish off one of his kinsmen along the way — a minotaur in black armor. 
 
    In general, it was like a civil war. A civil war that the whole damn world was involved in. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t lag behind. Leaping over the body of a recently defeated opponent, he spun like a top while in the air, letting a wide broadsword swing past him. Still in midair, he bent in a nearly painful arc and plunged his sword underneath a helmet, right into an enemy’s throat. The enemy just wheezed, spat some blood into his killer’s face, and then fell back, dead. 
 
    Using the momentum of his jump, Hadjar bent his legs and then jerked them straight. He slammed them right into the chest of a convulsing monster, which looked like an unholy cross between a butterfly and a worm. What could you even call something so weird and unsettling? The creature’s body was launched like a cannonball and crashed into a cyclops who was running at the minotaur, hitting him right under the knee. The huge, fifteen-foot cyclops clad in black armor began to collapse. He was too big of an opponent for Hadjar to handle, but not the minotaur. 
 
    The latter jumped up and pushed off from the bent knee of the one-eyed monster, soared over his head, and, with one tremendous swing of his club, turned his head into something resembling a crushed watermelon. Brains, bone chips, and blood erupted in all directions, and the minotaur, sliding down the cyclops’ back, raced on toward the mages, the most dangerous opponents in this bloodbath. 
 
    As he was about to land in the crimson sea, Hadjar directed his will and mysteries into his sword. He condensed them so much that they became part of the blade and the world around him. It was then enough for him to touch the tip of the Black Blade to the surface of the blood, like he was leaning on a steel pole. Using this as a support, he returned to an upright position and avoided landing on his back in the blood. It almost looked as if Hadjar, after becoming lighter than a feather, had plunged his sword only an inch deep into the bloody lake and then jumped out of it. 
 
    “Not so fast, dragon!” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t even have time to take a step forward before a spear was coming for his neck. 
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 Chapter 1351 
 
      
 
    Hadjar bent his knees and pushed off from the slippery ground, jumping up and turning around in midair like an acrobat, then swung his sword several times. Each of his swings was answered by two attacks from the almost nine-foot-long spear that was being wielded by an elf. He was tall, stately, wearing black armor, and his face was hidden by a full helmet, from under which only sharp, long ears poked out. Or rather, an ear. The second one didn’t look so good. Apparently, someone had been able to clip it with their weapon and had turned it into a bloody mess. 
 
    Hadjar glanced at the minotaur. He seemed to have also encountered a worthy opponent — an upright turtle with the head of an eagle and the legs of a lion, which- 
 
    “Do you seriously think that you can afford to look away right now?” 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword. A slash surged out from the edge of his Black Blade. Thin and almost invisible to the naked eye, it contained enough of his will and mysteries that were beyond the True Kingdom that it would be able to easily end any Lord. Surprisingly, it practically didn’t contain any of the energy of the World River. 
 
    For some reason, it was very difficult for Hadjar to absorb and wield its energy at the moment. If, in a normal situation, he could metaphorically pour gallons of it into his attacks with ease, right now, he couldn’t even use several drops without a lot of effort. He was almost convinced that there was no energy contained in the World River. But how could that be possible? Alas, he didn’t exactly have time to puzzle it out. 
 
    The elf roared and spun his spear, generating momentum before lunging forward. His spear flashed and generated a yellow spark, which instantly split into dozens of smaller flashes. There was enough power contained in each of them to send Hadjar to his forefathers. Their Techniques, if profound manipulations of only mysteries and will could even be called such, didn’t create an echo precisely because they lacked any energy. 
 
    The slash, as it collided with the yellow sparks, cut most of them into fine dust. It then flew apart, hitting both the soldiers in black armor and Hadjar’s temporary comrades. Several of the flashes were able to get past the slash, and Hadjar, swinging his sword with the kind of frantic speed and urgency he hadn’t used since his time as a weak cultivator, deflected them in several different directions. 
 
    “Not bad, dragon!” The elf spun his spear again and abruptly held it behind his back. Like a mortal trying to make controlling their Technique a bit easier, he shouted: 
 
    “Hail of Lightning Spears!” 
 
    Hadjar could hardly believe his ears. Not since his days as a Spirit Knight had he heard anyone actually declare a Technique’s name aloud. And even if they did, it was after they’d already used it and only as a tribute to its creator. 
 
    The elf’s spear flashed behind him, and yellow lightning surged out from the spear tip that was aimed toward the sky, quickly turning into a rain of lightning bolts. Short, only about the size of a palm, they assumed the form of the spear tip, but now looked much clearer and sharper than the elf’s previous lunge. The power of each bolt was so great that Hadjar had no doubt that they could penetrate even his present day Call’s armor. 
 
    Out of sheer habit, he was planning to respond with the ‘Torn Sky’ Technique, but realized that he didn’t have enough energy to even start using it, let alone complete it. 
 
    With the toe of his steel boots, Hadjar picked up part of a corpse floating by — a ravaged torso with its left leg still attached — threw it into the air, and then swung his sword, creating a cocoon of will and mysteries around himself that covered him like a dragon’s wing. It wasn’t a Technique, but he didn’t know any other way to protect himself without using energy. Suddenly, he felt insanely weak and helpless. 
 
    Some of the lightning spear tips crashed into the corpse and, after destroying the already lifeless body, disappeared into the burning flesh. Others showered him with a rain of fire. Hadjar’s defenses couldn’t hold back the entirety of the barrage and some got past the dragon’s wing to sting him with lightning and mysteries. 
 
    Boiling blood flowed out from his charred wounds, scalding his already aching body. Over the past several hours he’d spent fighting, Hadjar had accumulated plenty of injuries, but none of them had been as serious as these. 
 
    “Fuck that stings,” he said. 
 
    “Say goodbye to your miserable life, you despicable slave-” 
 
    Without letting the gloating elf finish his little rant, Hadjar swung his sword. It almost looked like he was using an oar as he drew the blood under his feet with it, and, as he sent it flying toward his enemy, he used his trump card. 
 
    He focused on the sounds of the battle and spoke the Word. The sound of war drums poured into this Word. It was soaked with the thunder of steel. It seeped into every cry and groan of the dying and wounded. It flew across the battlefield to become the air in Hadjar’s lungs, to become the blood in his veins. The Wind had responded to its friend’s call, as always. It was glad to participate in a new battle. 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword, cutting the air in front of him, and stepped onto the path that lay beneath him. Without being able to use energy, he moved much slower while in this Technique. Instead of disappearing from view, he turned into a light fog, which flew right above the bloody surface and brushed against it from time to time. 
 
    “What a cheap trick!” The elf shouted, piercing the bloody fog with his spear. “You-” 
 
    It took only a moment for the experienced fighter to realize that there was no wounded opponent behind the bloody veil. It took him another moment to sense the threat behind him. The elf, growling in annoyance, managed to turn his body and slam the base of his spear into Hadjar… Or so he thought. 
 
    The Black Blade plunged greedily into the elf’s liver, devouring his Spirit and will. The spear, instead of hitting Hadjar in the chest, struck only the light haze that he’d left behind during his walk along the wind path. 
 
    Hadjar’s sword moved again and, like an invisible breeze, skirting past the trembling spear shaft, it cut through his foe’s neck, severing his spine and completely removing the elf’s head from his shoulders. His enemy’s expression would forever be frozen in a rictus of surprise and disbelief. He couldn’t have possibly predicted that his opponent would possess a Word. 
 
    Breathing heavily, Hadjar released the Wind. He’d only wielded the Name for a few brief moments, but he felt as if he’d been struggling to maintain their unity for at least an hour. His strength left him, and he collapsed onto his back. Spreading his arms out as he floated on the bloody lake, he looked at the calm Miristal shining above him. How could he win such a battle? How could he even properly fight it? It was just so… 
 
    “Hadjar!” The minotaur shouted. “Help me!” 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes. He reached for his belt and pulled out a pill from the pouch attached to it. The army’s logistics officers had made sure that their soldiers would be able to fight for as long as possible. Feeling a surge of power, he got up and charged in to continue this senseless massacre. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1352 
 
      
 
    He found the minotaur hiding behind the dead cyclops. He was slouching down with his head between his shoulders. As soon as Hadjar approached him, he pulled him toward himself with a three-fingered paw. A fireball exploded exactly where Hadjar’s chest had just been a moment later. 
 
    “Fucking mages! May the Buffalo Spirits trample them!” The minotaur shouted. “May they be lost in-” 
 
    Hadjar understood and shared his general dislike of mages with all his heart, but he didn’t see the point in ranting about them. All of this was somewhat reminiscent of the battle at the Blue Ridge. 
 
    “Why do we need to bother with them?” He asked, calmly cleaning fragments of steel and skin off the Black Blade. It devoured blood and flesh like a hungry wolf, but ignored the rest completely. What a gourmet. “There, look, about a hundred feet away. I see a wonderful group of wolf people. I think they’re feeling lonely.” 
 
    “They’re werewolves,” the minotaur corrected him. “And I think your kin have already set their sights on them.” 
 
    Indeed, several dragons were making their way through the ranks of some lizard people and moving toward the werewolves. 
 
    “That’s even better!” Hadjar swung his sword, sending out a slash, which found its target — an ugly monster — easily. “We can have a little rest and-” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind, dragon? They’re wearing TarsOgn patches!” The Minotaur barked. 
 
    Hadjar said nothing, as he had no idea who or what this TarsOgn was. 
 
    “I see that doesn’t mean anything to you... What star did you fall from, dragon? They’re a unit of mages under the command of the younger Prince of the ifrits —Ash’s own brother!” 
 
    So, Ash had a brother, who was the Prince of the ifrits, and he was fighting on the side of the Black General. Hadjar made sure to remember that. 
 
    “Are they overwhelmingly strong?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” the minotaur admitted, grabbing a saber from a severed hand that was floating past them in the blood and throwing it at the elephant man running toward them. 
 
    The elephant man’s species probably had some kind of name as well, but Hadjar didn’t know it. The saber struck the creature right in the forehead and it collapsed, dead before it hit the ground. 
 
    “I do know that those mages are responsible for strengthening the fortifications along the border of the Valley of Lakes.” 
 
    “And what are those fortifiers doing in the thick of the battle?” 
 
    “Do I look like a sage who knows the answers to all your stupid questions, dragon?” The minotaur’s eyes flashed with bestial rage. “But… Considering that one of them has a bracelet that smells of Therna, it may contain important information that will help us position our forces better! If we don’t maneuver our armies properly and encircle the forces of the Black General-” 
 
    “They’ll probably break through the cordon and hit us in the back.” 
 
    “Well, at least you remember something!” 
 
    Of course, Hadjar didn’t actually remember anything, but he more or less understood tactics and strategy. No matter how large-scale and magical a battle might be, they were all quite similar to each other in the ways that mattered the most. 
 
    “Okay,” he breathed out. “Let’s see what we have here.” 
 
    He looked out from behind the shelter provided by the cyclops’ corpse. All around them, within about three or four hundred paces, the battle had been slightly transformed. Apparently, the TarsOgn patches, whatever that meant, had been seen not only by the minotaur, but also by the other fighters of the eastern front. Right now, hundreds of dragons and other magical creatures were charging toward them. 
 
    The warriors wearing black armor huddled around the three mages and defended them with desperate zeal while the mages themselves rained their spells down on the attackers. They were too preoccupied to pay attention to the corpse of the cyclops. Otherwise, there would’ve been nothing left of Hadjar’s cover by now. 
 
    “Good,” Hadjar moved his head back. “Can you draw their attention?” 
 
    The minotaur narrowed his eyes at him, “What are you up to, dragon?” 
 
    “Did you see me kill that big-eared one?” 
 
    The minotaur nodded. 
 
    “I can use that trick one more time, but-” 
 
    Hadjar touched his belt pouch. Each warrior had been given five pills. Hadjar, who was no longer used to these kinds of battles, had managed to use them all up. 
 
    “How vulnerable will you be after using your trick?” The minotaur asked. 
 
    “So much so that you’ll have to not only distract them, but also cover me afterwards,” Hadjar replied. 
 
    “Do you really trust me with your life, dragon? We’ve only known each other for seven hours.” 
 
    “As my old friend used to say, one hour of battle is equal to ten years of a simple life.” 
 
    The minotaur grunted, causing a cloud of steam to fly out of his nose, “Your friend was a great sage, dragon.” 
 
    It was highly unlikely that Nero could’ve ever been called a sage. 
 
    “I can’t be in two places at once, so take this instead,” the minotaur took a pill from his pouch and handed it to Hadjar. “When everything is over, we’ll toast to our success, dragon.” 
 
    “What about you?” Hadjar didn’t accept the gift. 
 
    “I have two more,” the Minotaur patted his bag. “I’m not as wasteful as you are.” 
 
    They looked into each other’s eyes for a while, then Hadjar nodded and accepted the red ball. 
 
    “On the count of three?” He asked. 
 
    “On the count of three,” the Minotaur tightened his grip on his club. 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes. He called his friend and faithful comrade to him. The Wind responded, surging into his body and soul. Hadjar swung his blade, opening a path through the wind in front of him: 
 
    “Three!” He shouted. 
 
    They ran out from behind cover. Charging in like a madman, the minotaur scattered the enemy soldiers wearing black armor who got in his way with furious, sweeping blows. 
 
    Hadjar was running along the path of the wind. He was so focused on it that he didn’t even see what his ally was doing. 
 
    His entire consciousness was focused on his own movements. He ducked under a foe’s sword, and even before his enemy realized what had happened, he threw their headless body out of his way. 
 
    He saw a bright flash of flame appear right in front of his face, but the fireball was moving too slowly. Hadjar’s Wind was faster. He swung his sword and the dark slash that erupted from his blade split the fireball in half. The flaming halves crashed into two followers of the Black General, who were trying to attack the haze that Hadjar had turned into from different sides. 
 
    Gliding along the bloody surface while barely touching it, Hadjar flew into the enemy formation. His sword was fast. Each swing cut off limbs or forced someone’s throat to let loose their final cry. Jets of blood flew up into the sky and froze in the air like clusters of ripe mountain ash. Before they even fell back down, the Black Blade took new lives and new scarlet jets rose toward the sky. 
 
    His movements were so light and swift that every time an enemy thought that they had finally hit the target, their weapon only passed through the ghostly haze without encountering any resistance from armor or flesh. 
 
    The first of the mages died quickly. His fireball didn’t even manage to leave the top of his strange staff. The Black Blade cut through both the artifact and the mage hiding behind it. Hadjar rammed into the second mage with his shoulder. Accompanied by the crunching of broken ribs, he fell into the blood, getting tangled up in his robes. The way to the last mage was open, but a white lightning bolt had already flown out from his staff. Hadjar, who’d already spent six breaths maintaining his unity with the Wind, could no longer hold it and let it go free instead. He reached for the pill, but already knew that he wouldn’t have enough time to take it. 
 
    “Dragon!” 
 
    A bloodied form appeared in front of him and the white lightning struck the minotaur, throwing him aside. Hadjar bit through the red ball and, breathing in power, cut the mage in half right down the middle. Blood and entrails gushed out under his feet. 
 
    He turned to the minotaur and reached for his bag, but found that it was empty. 
 
    “It’s... easier... for a dragon to... deliver... information… to the Dragon Emperor...” 
 
    “You…” 
 
    The three-fingered paw squeezed Hadjar’s shoulder. 
 
    “We’ll meet again... after... we win... dragon,” the minotaur said, and his heart stopped. 
 
    “Damn it all twice over,” Hadjar swore softly. 
 
    He batted away a sword shaped like a sickle, turned to decapitate its wielder, and then rushed to the mage’s corpse. After grabbing the bracelet, he turned around and raised his sword. Dozens of black-armored soldiers were standing right in front of him. 
 
    “If there’d been more of you, this might’ve been interesting.” A mad grin distorted Hadjar’s face. 
 
    Before he could swing his sword, however, he heard someone nearby shout: 
 
    “We’ll cover you, brother! Get to the mountains as quickly as you can!” 
 
    The very same dragons that had just recently cut through the werewolves crashed into the ranks of the fanatics who had surrounded Hadjar. After taking one last look at the minotaur’s body, which was almost sinking into the blood, he rushed toward the rocks that towered above the sea of crimson. 
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    As he climbed up the mountain, Hadjar turned to take another look at the battlefield. No matter how far he looked, everything was covered in pain, death, blood, cold steel, and dead bodies. It looked like a black-and-blue sea was fighting against a multicolored one. It was a raw kind of fight. Primitive. They were fighting for their lives, nothing else. 
 
    “Where are you going, private?” Someone standing above him barked at him angrily. 
 
    Hadjar shuddered more out of surprise than from fright. He looked up at the speaker. Unlike himself and the others who were fighting on the battlefield, this dandy shone in his polished, steel armor. It was so pure that the sky was reflected in it. They said that out there, somewhere behind the clouds, was one of the fronts. The gods fought there. Twisted horns peeked out from under a thick helmet. The blacksmith had made special holes to accommodate them. His hands were more like paws than anything and were clutching a heavy siege spear that was 12 feet long and weighed almost 250 pounds. They were also covered in greenish scales that doubled as his skin. Apparently, the officer belonged to an extinct dragon species. 
 
    “The war is over there,” he pointed to the battlefield. “And your place is there, too. Didn’t you read the contract you signed? Until the battle is over, you can’t leave…” 
 
    Hadjar stopped listening to him. He looked at the path that was blocked by the green dandy instead. It wound up to a small marching camp, and from there, it went all the way up to the peak of the mountain, where the Emperor stood surrounded by his subordinates. A little behind the dandy, on both sides of the road, four more dragons stood. 
 
    “Then why are you standing here instead of fighting down there with everyone else?” Hadjar asked casually and calmly. 
 
    The officer almost choked on his outrage. He glared at him, and then, clenching his left fist, without another word, swung at Hadjar. But the blow, instead of knocking his teeth out of his uncovered face (Hadjar had lost his helmet somewhere in the heat of battle), only struck empty air. Hadjar was already a few steps away from where the officer had been aiming. 
 
    “I have a message,” he declared in that same calm tone. 
 
    The officer only blinked and looked at his fist, which he clenched and unclenched. He couldn’t believe that a common soldier had been able to dodge his punch. Well, he hadn’t gone all out, of course, but just his physical superiority alone should’ve been enough to make the impudent man eat his words. 
 
    “For whom?” He asked mechanically. 
 
    “For His Imperial Majesty.” 
 
    The other officers whispered behind his back and exchanged glances while their commander silently looked into Hadjar’s eyes. Maybe if Hadjar hadn’t allowed himself to speak so boldly, and the officer hadn’t begun to suspect him of being a deserter, everything would’ve turned out differently, but, alas, history didn’t really care about ‘what if.’ 
 
    “Grab him!” The officer commanded. “It’s an enemy assassin! He wants to kill the Emperor!” 
 
    It never occurred to them that there wasn’t a single dragon on the entire battlefield who could so much as injure the dragon who’d conquered all the other tribes of the Lords of the Heavens and had managed to unite them into a single Empire. 
 
    Hadjar sighed and shook his head. Four officers were running toward him, weapons drawn, and their commander, lowering his spear to the ground, was preparing to run the ‘assassin’ through with it, all because the two of them had been rude to each other. Well, at least something in the Nameless World hadn’t changed even after thousands of epochs. 
 
    He listened to the sounds of the officers’ footsteps, heard their breathing, felt the warmth of their weapons on his skin. His lips parted and he uttered the Word that no one else could hear. 
 
    For the third time that day, Hadjar and the Wind became one. Without drawing his Black Blade, he easily pushed off from the ground and, like a bird lifting off from a wire, slammed his foot down on the commander’s helmet. The dragon lost his balance, fell on his own weapon, and knocked all the air out of his lungs with its shaft. 
 
    Still in the air, Hadjar found more stepping stones and pushed off from the shoulder of one of the officers with his knee. This dragon also didn’t even have time to think or react. It was impossible to react to the light gray, bloody haze that the soldier who was without a doubt an assassin had turned into. Hadjar didn’t hear the officer’s thoughts, only the crunch of his collarbone and a sharp cry as his crumpled armor sank into his flesh. They fell to the ground together, and, with two quick movements, Hadjar pulled seven pills out of the officer’s bag. Apparently, these idle onlookers had been given a little more alchemical aid than the actual fighters. 
 
    He picked up a few pebbles from the ground. With deft throws, he sent them flying, and each of the improvised projectiles found its target. The three remaining officers, now clutching their injured eyes, ended up colliding with each other and making a heap of groaning bodies on the floor. 
 
    Throwing a pill into his mouth, Hadjar continued to run along the path. The next obstacle in his way was the wooden palisade that had been erected around the marching camp. 
 
    Somewhere behind the elusive haze, the senior officer, who had finally managed to breathe in, raised his palm toward the sky and released Therna, which transformed into a red shower of sparks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “My General,” one of the Emperor’s aides-de-camp bowed. 
 
    The leader of the entire eastern front reluctantly turned away from the table upon which he was leaning heavily. A magical map was spread out across it, and mages were able to denote various forces on it by using different flickering dots. Considering what they’d agreed on during the meeting of the Army of the Heavens, a huge event that would definitely go down in history, the Dragon Emperor had to lead his army farther east to take up positions along the Flaming Sunset Ridge. That way, he could prevent the Army of the Earth from breaking through the encirclement. This was what the lead Generals — the Fae Queens, the Demon Prince, the Jasper Emperor, and the Bloody General, may the earthworms tear him apart — had eventually decided on. 
 
    “What?” The Emperor barked in displeasure. 
 
    The Black General’s troops were pushing his front toward the west, preventing them from approaching the Ridge where the artillery was located. If the battle continued like this, they would lose the war because of him, the First Dragon Emperor. On the one hand, no one would know about his failure, because the world would be destroyed by the Black General, but on the other hand, going to the Great Ancestor with such a sin weighing on his soul wouldn’t be the best of deaths. 
 
    “There’s an assassin coming toward us,” the adjutant replied with a slight tremor in his voice. 
 
    “Really?” The Emperor raised an eyebrow in surprise, then turned to his officers and bodyguards. “Why are all of you just standing around, then?” 
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    Behind Hadjar, the wooden beams of the ruined fort were collapsing. The many wounded dragons shouted at him furiously, but none of the two dozen officers had been killed. He doubted the Emperor would be glad to see him if he’d just massacred his subordinates. 
 
    Hadjar looked at his long-suffering right side. There was a bloody wound on it that was nauseating to look at. He threw six pills into his mouth at once to deal with the sharp pain. Fortunately, each of the officers whom he’d defeated had had three to eight scarlet pills on them, so he even ended up getting another bag to carry them all. 
 
    Feeling another surge of strength thanks to the pills, Hadjar didn’t let go of the Name of the Wind. Still one with it, he rushed higher up the path, directly toward the Emperor’s headquarters and… 
 
    His path was blocked by a long, narrow saber. It was almost an exact copy of his own sword, with only one cutting edge, only it wasn’t a straight blade, but slightly curved. Without slowing down, Hadjar tried to jump over the weapon, but the officer was skilled enough to take a light step to the side and, turning his sabre, swing it upwards. Since he didn’t want to lose his legs, Hadjar had to untie the sword scabbard from his belt in midair and deflect the upward blow with it. 
 
    Flying back toward the fort, Hadjar landed gracefully on the path and held out his Black Blade in front of him, which he still hadn’t pulled out of its scabbard, in a defensive position. 
 
    “Draw your sword, assassin,” the dragon waved his saber and stood opposite him, radiating determination. 
 
    He was a large man, his torso not covered in armor, but bulging with terrible muscles and scars instead. His legs and arms were covered in heavy, woven plates made from leather, with inserts made up of the various skulls, bones, fangs and horns of the animals he’d slain. There was a patch of bone on his forehead where his horns might’ve been, and a tightly wrapped bandage held his black hair tied back. The warrior didn’t have any horns, but he smelled like a dragon. For some reason, this warrior seemed familiar to Hadjar, as if he had seen him somewhere before, even though that was impossible. 
 
    “I don’t have time to waste on you,” he said. 
 
    “Then you’ll die.” 
 
    The warrior took a light step in his direction and then turned into a gray, blurry flash. If not for the Name of the Wind, which was still one with Hadjar, he wouldn’t have been able to discern the movements of this warrior and block his attack with his sword and scabbard. The dragon moved with such insane speed that he could easily be compared with Tash’Magan when it came to such things. When his wide, backhanded swing was blocked, the warrior disappeared from view again, and Hadjar felt a burning pain in the back of his head as the heavens changed places with the earth. He collapsed on the rocks like a felled tree. Blood flowed from the back of his head, which had been split open, and the warrior, who had defeated Hadjar in just two movements, had already raised his saber to deliver a finishing blow. 
 
    Hadjar looked into his eyes. They were calm and deep, belonging to both a human and a dragon at the same time. He’d seen those eyes before. He’d seen them in a dream, but not his own. He’d seen them in someone else’s dream... 
 
    “Traves,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The saber froze in the air. 
 
    “Do you truly have last words you wish to say, assassin?” The fighter was surprised. “The law of honor tells me that I should listen to them.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered that voice, though it was so much younger now, as when Hadjar had heard it for the first time, it had sounded no younger than Time itself. 
 
    “One day, you’ll have a disciple named Traves... You’ll teach him martial arts.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the fighter shrugged. “If that’s all-” 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes. He definitely had nothing to lose at this point. 
 
    “Emperor!” He shouted. “I have important information for you! I swear it by the name of the Spring Sowing tribe!” 
 
    The saber had almost reached his chest when a powerful roar cut through the air: 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    The dragon warrior froze. Everything and everyone in the entire area froze for a few seconds. 
 
    Hadjar remembered Minister Ju’s story: Traves had been the son of a simple peasant woman from the Spring Sowing tribe who’d worked in the garden of the Dragon Palace. The First Emperor, who already had a legitimate wife at that point, found in her a true companion on the path of cultivation, his true love. And so, the Imperial Family, many epochs after the victory over the Black General, was divided into two familial lines. After many eons, Traves’ half-brother, the Second Dragon Emperor, had decided to overthrow his uncle, the successor of the First Emperor, and ascend to the throne. And after he’d managed to stage his coup, he’d destroyed the few dragons who could lay claim to his throne — the Dark Storm tribe. It was a complicated story that seemed all too familiar to Hadjar. 
 
    He also finally realized just how old the current dragon Emperor was, considering the fact that his father had fought against the Black General. What was even more terrible was the realization of just how ancient Traves had been and how many countless epochs he’d spent in that stone prison. 
 
    “My General,” the fighter saluted and put his saber back in its scabbard. 
 
    For the fourth time in his life, Hadjar found himself facing the First Dragon Emperor. However, this time, he was actually still alive. The Shadow of the Emperor really couldn’t be compared to the dragon himself. The power emanating from him suborned everything around him to his will. Even Hadjar had to put in a lot of effort to throw off its shackles and get to his feet. His neck was in the tenacious grip of the Emperor’s fingers. He easily lifted Hadjar off the ground and looked into his eyes from up close. 
 
    “Give me one good reason, halfbreed…” The Emperor said, and Hadjar saw how pained the fighter standing behind him appeared to be after hearing that word. Well, now it was clear why one of the First Emperor’s dogs had decided to become Traves’ Master. “Why shouldn’t I just tear you apart right here and now?” 
 
    Hadjar grabbed the dragon’s fingers and, with an incredible amount of effort, managed to loosen them slightly. 
 
    “Once,” he croaked, “A wise man told me that a real Emperor wasn’t the one who killed a baby in its crib. It’s the one who goes out alone to face a horde of even the most ferocious of enemies. The one whose sword won’t waver, whose steps won’t falter, whose soul won’t tremble even if the army of the gods stands before him! By killing that baby, you’ll prove that your will is strong. A ruler with a strong will shall build a really powerful Empire. But it will stand only as long as the ruler is still alive. Only the one who builds his Empire on faith will build it with such strong foundations that it will continue to exist for a hundred epochs after his departure to the High Heavens.” Hadjar had just repeated what he had heard from the Shadow of the Emperor in its tomb in Karnak word for word. 
 
    “What nonsense are you spouting, you fucking bastard!” One of the officers who had managed to reach them exclaimed. “My General, allow me-” 
 
    The Emperor raised his left hand and everyone instantly fell silent. 
 
    “My father said that to me before he died,” he whispered so that only Hadjar could hear him. “I’ve never told anyone else about it... How did you know? Your soul is weak. Your Therna is insignificant. Your mind is drunk on alchemy. There is no way you could’ve read those words on the path of my fate.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand even half of what the Emperor was saying, but he had heard enough to formulate an answer: 
 
    “You told me yourself, General,” he groaned. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, and then the Emperor released his steely grip and Hadjar fell to the ground. 
 
    “That’s impossible… Tell me, are you standing on the path to the stars right now?” The Emperor said this with such a deep meaning behind the words that Hadjar instantly realized what he had to say: 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Suddenly, the Emperor bent down and offered his hand to Hadjar. 
 
    “Then your path is the most amazing I’ve ever heard of,” he helped Hadjar up. “It’s a pity that when we meet again, you won’t remember me, and I won’t be able to tell you everything I would like to. Well... come on, you little freak, the battle is in full swing and your star will shine brighter than anyone else’s.” 
 
    Hadjar rubbed his neck and looked at the Emperor, who was laughing very loudly, in bewilderment. He had no idea what this Ancient had just said, but it was at least clear where the mocking title of ‘freak’ that the Shadow of the Emperor had used when talking to him had come from. 
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    Hadjar handed a very weak spatial artifact to the Emperor. It was a narrow bracelet made from the skin of a Sleeping Lizard, a swamp creature that was dangerous only to a mortal. It was decorated with a red coat of arms written in the runes of the Fae language. Such an artifact couldn’t even fit several bags of gold inside of it, let alone something more substantial. In the modern world, even on the very outskirts of the Empire, it would hardly have cost a lot of money. 
 
    “What an amazing thing!” The Emperor said with clear admiration. “I’ve only heard about artifacts that can do this before. There are rumors that even the Bloody General, may his ancestors not accept him in the afterlife, couldn’t create such a marvelous thing. Why is such a treasure on this battlefield?” 
 
    Really? This artifact that would normally be given as a gift in Dahanatan to reward a client for making a hefty purchase was an actual treasure? By the High Heavens, what could be so important that they’d elected to hide it in this tiny spatial artifact? 
 
    “Open up!” The Emperor’s voice had too much authority behind it for mere mortal words. 
 
    Something happened that Hadjar would’ve never expected, because it was unlikely that even people in the modern Nameless World were capable of such a thing. Apparently, they’d managed to put not a physical object, but a mental one inside a spatial artifact. Images flowed out of the bracelet, looking like ephemeral, whitish tendrils of smoke that were gradually absorbed into the magical map spread out on the Emperor’s table. Black and multicolored dots were already fighting against each other on it, but now some stripes, red lines, several squares, and something else Hadjar didn’t recognize had all been added to it. All of this clearly served as designations for some kind of construction, but Hadjar’s knowledge and his neural network’s cache of information were woefully inadequate to comprehend exactly what was being shown here. 
 
    “Hmm...” the Emperor, who clearly understood everything, drawled. “What do you think, Alegnor?” 
 
    A short, broad-shouldered dragon with very small limbs leaned forward. Apparently, he was the kin of that strange creature with whom Hadjar had spoken at the very beginning of his trial. Leaning on a battle axe, he bent over the map. 
 
    “If I understand correctly, these are the threads of the Fire Wall spell, which is one of the favorite tactics of the ifrits. Do you remember, my old friend, how we fought against them at the walls of their Fire City?” 
 
    The Emperor involuntarily touched the scar from a terrible burn sticking out from under his sleeve. Hadjar wondered how terrifying magic fire must be if it could burn a dragon. 
 
    “I do, Alegnor. But they will only be able to cover a dozen miles with this wall, not the thousands of leagues our front consists of.” 
 
    “My General,” a dragoness of such beauty that even Tened was probably a little inferior to her took a step forward. She was wearing snow-white armor, a light whitish mist was coming out of her mouth, and every step she took left icy traces on the ground behind her. “May I?” 
 
    “You may,” the ruler nodded a little distantly. 
 
    There was clearly a chill between the two, and not because the beautiful commander was an ice dragoness, one of the subspecies of dragons that had died out before Traves had even been born, but because… Hadjar suddenly remembered Tash’s Style of swordsmanship. It was said to be a creation of the First Emperor, but history had a habit of slightly changing its facts, as it didn’t write itself down and the whole truth of the past was known only by the stones and the Trees of Life. Hadjar guessed that Tash’s Style hadn’t been created by the First Emperor, but rather, by the First Empress. There was also no doubt that she was the rightful wife of the Dragon Emperor as everyone around them made way for her and bowed low. 
 
    “If the little halfbreed is telling the truth,” compared to the Emperor and his wife, Hadjar really was short. He barely reached their shoulders. “The TarsOgn troops went to the battlefields to ensure that the Prince of the ifrits could use this spell on a much larger area.” 
 
    “Hmm...” The Emperor thought about it again. He was stroking his sharp beard and thinking hard about something. “Maybe you’re right, Icy Soul.” 
 
    In the old world, and the War of the Heavens and the Earth had happened many years ago, strange names had been trendy. For example, Hadjar’s first teacher had been called South Wind, in honor of those traditions. 
 
    “Court mage,” the Emperor called out. 
 
    The most inconspicuous of all the dragons there came up to him. He was wearing some kind of obscene robe, leaning on a beautiful staff made of runic steel and topped with a sparkling, obviously magical stone. If not for those gaudy accoutrements, he might’ve blended right into the scenery. 
 
    “Yes, my Emperor,” he bowed, causing strands of gray hair to peek out from under his hood. The shadow of the hood hid his face, but it seemed to Hadjar like he had already heard this voice. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “I would like to know if you really prefer guys over girls, but I hate the very thought of it.” 
 
    Considering how loudly all the commanders and the Emperor himself laughed in response, it was not a bad joke by the standards of these ancient times. And judging by his posture, it became clear that the mage was often bullied in this way. 
 
    “Tell me, what will the TarsOgn need to create a Wall of Fire large enough to pose an actual problem?” 
 
    “My Emperor,” Hadjar heard more venom in these words than the best poisoner could ever hope to accumulate, “If our guest is right and the TarsOgn units really are leaving dormant spells across the battlefield, they will need someone who knows the True Name of Fire in order to combine them into a single whole.” 
 
    “They have plenty of those. How many ifrits did you say were on the side of the Black General, Lestavan?” 
 
    “Except for the Prince…” A nimble, thin dragon in leather armor saluted. Apparently, the scouts of all races looked more or less the same. “…Whose power over Fire is not all that inferior to Ash’s own, about 1400. But as far as I know, most of them, including the Prince, are deployed along the northern front.” 
 
    “Mage, how many ifrits will they need?” The Emperor asked. 
 
    “Ten will be enough if they sacrifice their lives. Or three hundred, if they want to survive.” 
 
    “Only ten...” The ruler drawled. “That means there is a coven of ten ifrit mages who are ready to use the spell and-” 
 
    “And they will send most of our army to their ancestors,” Icy Soul interrupted him. “But even if we now know what the Black General’s army is planning, we still won’t be able to do anything about it. There is no record of where the coven is located on this map.” 
 
    “Icy Soul is right. Lestavan, how long will it take your people to discover the coven?” 
 
    “If they are hiding... Maybe five hours. But most likely longer.” 
 
    “Five hours… Hey, you fool, can you even find the ifrits?” 
 
    “My magic is strong, my Emperor, but-” 
 
    “And yet you’re still useless. Again. I bet you give nothing but shame to those guys you bring to your bed.” 
 
    Accompanied by derisive chuckles, the mage retreated into the shadows and fell silent. For some reason that was incomprehensible to Hadjar, the entire inner circle of the Emperor disliked this particular dragon. 
 
    “My General,” the halfbreed and the future Traves’ Master stepped forward. Unlike the other commanders, he immediately dropped to one knee and plunged his sword into the ground, which was the highest degree of respect you could show in the military. “Let me-” 
 
    “Shut up, you pathetic halfbreed!” Icy Soul almost screamed in disgust. “Your very appearance offends this council and- 
 
    “I’m the Emperor and General here,” the oppressive power of the Emperor’s words silenced everyone around him. “Speak up, Gevestus. Your blood may be filthy, but your sword is second only to mine, and mine knows no equal. Or does someone here want to challenge that fact?” 
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    The Emperor touched the hilt of his blade. Everyone around him backed away and saluted. Even the Empress quieted down, though her icy eyes glittered with cold hatred. Hadjar’s heart became a little lighter — it wasn’t quite as painful to lose to the second most legendary dragon warrior of the past. 
 
    “When our blades crossed, I sensed a breath of Wind in the stranger.” 
 
    “So what?” For the first time, the mage allowed himself to display the traits of pretty much all mages Hadjar had known — arrogance and a sense of superiority. “I own the Name of the Wind as well, but it won’t help me find the coven in any way.” 
 
    “Alas, Gevestus, as much as I hate to say it, the sodomite is right,” the Emperor sighed mournfully without a trace of irony. “We can use this knowledge for only one purpose: we order the army to retreat and hope that we’ll retain enough forces to launch a counterattack. We may all have to participate in it. So, my loyal officers, get ready for-” 
 
    “My General!” Gevestus rested his forehead against the ground. 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “What audacity!” 
 
    “What gives you the right to interrupt our ruler?” 
 
    No one was holding back now. Apparently, the very fact that there was someone with ‘tainted’ blood in the supreme military council offended the dragon aristocracy of this time to their core. 
 
    “Explain yourself, Gevestus,” the Emperor’s eyes flashed with rage and his hand reached for the hilt of his sword again. “Your blade is strong, but do you think that means you understand the laws of war better than I do?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare think such a thing, my General,” Gevestus pressed his forehead against the stone so hard that blood ran down his face. “But, as you already know, my General, of all those present here, I was the only one who participated in the first battle against the Black General and those whom he took to the North Wind Country with him.” 
 
    “That’s how you earned your right to stand here,” Icy Soul literally spat out. She was about to continue her tirade but was interrupted by an imperious wave of the Emperor’s hand. 
 
    “Go on, Gevestus,” he said. “But be careful. You’ve already allowed yourself more freedom than I would grant my own son if I had one.” 
 
    A quick and sharp glance in Icy Soul’s direction made it clear that the ruling couple was having some problems with this. 
 
    “When we fought against his army, I managed to survive the Black General’s attack,” Gevestus touched his chest. Apparently, there were traces of the wound there. “In his attack, I sensed the Wind-” 
 
    “Everyone already knows that the Black General owns the True Name of the Wind in its original form,” the mage interrupted him again. “Just as Ash owns the Full Name of Fire…” 
 
    Hadjar knew what True Names were, but this was his first time hearing about Full Names. 
 
    “My General,” Gevestus didn’t acknowledge anyone but the Emperor. “When I crossed blades with the stranger, I sensed the same thing as when the echo of the Black General’s attack touched me. His Wind is in no way inferior to the Black General’s own Wind.” 
 
    “What?” The mage snapped. “You’re delusional, you fucking halfbreed! In all four realms, there are barely a handful of beings who, like the Black General, own the Full Name of the Wind!” 
 
    “Gevestus,” the Emperor sighed. “I have to agree with the fool. You’re delusional. Perhaps it’s because of the dirty blood that flows in your veins.” 
 
    The future Traves’ Master, whose face was already almost completely covered in blood, turned to Hadjar. There was a mute plea in his eyes. In any other situation, Hadjar would’ve never taken such a risk. Demonstrating even a slight resemblance to the Black General during a battle against him was like signing your own death warrant. But… He owed it to this dragon. He owed him twice over. For himself and for his ancestor. Yes, this was about honor and dignity again, those foolish concepts. Hadjar didn’t owe anything to anyone but himself and his family, but… There was still that ‘but’ holding him back. Even if it was small and insignificant, like the blue spot on his sword, it was still there. 
 
    Hadjar sighed, closed his eyes, and listened to the echoes of the battle. The battle drums were still thundering somewhere on the edge of his hearing. This happened during protracted engagements, when you got used to their noise so much that you stopped paying attention to it. He called upon the Wind. His faithful friend happily became the air in his lungs and the blood in his veins. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, everyone around him looked a little different. They were slower. He felt like he could try to escape now, if worst came to worst. 
 
    “That’s impossible…” The mage said. “I have to check this.” 
 
    Without waiting for the Emperor’s permission, the mage pointed his staff at Hadjar. The stone embedded in its top flashed with a bright light, and a simple word came out of the mage’s mouth: 
 
    “Wind.” 
 
    Something small and insignificant touched Hadjar’s soul, as if the Wind inside his body was greeting a friend. A much younger friend. One that was so young and cute that the Wind smilingly ruffled its hair, shook its hand, and asked it to behave, then slapped it on the back and sent it on its way. 
 
    No longer able to withstand the pressure of its Name, Hadjar let the Wind go, feeling its displeasure — it had wanted to play for a lot longer. Staggering, he popped a pill into his mouth and immediately regained his power. The mage collapsed to his knees and blood splattered on the floor as he coughed violently. 
 
    “Well, my mysterious acquaintance,” the Emperor approached Hadjar and looked at him in a new way. “Now I understand how our paths crossed.” After that, he went over to Gevestus and lifted him to his feet. “Once again, halfbreed, you’ve proven your usefulness. Tell me, what do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “Give me three hours, my General,” the warrior bowed. “I’ll show this warrior who doesn’t even know what power he has how to find the coven with the help of the Wind.” 
 
    “Three hours?” The Emperor mused aloud. No one else dared to get involved in the conversation. Everyone was holding their weapons and staring at Hadjar, who didn’t understand anything. “It’s too risky for me to put all my eggs in one nest, Gevestus. Even if you manage to detect the coven, it’s unlikely that it’ll be located quickly enough and-” 
 
    “My General,” Gevestus took a step back, waved his saber, and exhaled. And as he did so, he suddenly moved behind Icy Soul so quickly that a trail was left behind in his wake that looked very similar to the passage of a star. “You can execute me after this battle and I’ll honorably give my head to the executioner. But right now... If the warrior with the Name of the Wind manages to find the coven, I, along with him, will be able to get to the ifrits as quickly as you would.” 
 
    If the dragon commanders had been worried before, every single one of them now had mortal terror etched on their faces. 
 
    “That’s impossible...” The mage whispered. “Only the greatest of the dragon tribes can master the ‘Path Through the Stars…’ There have never been two warriors in the same era who possess…” 
 
    This was another fact that Hadjar had not been aware of. Then again, none of the dragons of the modern Nameless World had known about this either. 
 
    “You’re right, you fool, but Gevestus is a halfbreed,” the Emperor sighed sadly. “That’s why both of us can own the ‘Path Through the Stars,’” the ruler cast a quick glance at Hadjar. “Well, so be it, Gevestus. You have three hours. After that, I’ll order a retreat. If you manage to find the ifrits and survive... Never appear before me again. Don’t set foot on the Dragon Lands. Otherwise, I’ll have to execute you. Your punishment for learning forbidden knowledge will be exile. I have spoken.” The Emperor turned back to the map, making it clear that their conversation was over. 
 
    “Let’s go, warrior,” Gevestus said to Hadjar, and started walking down the path. “What could very well be the last fight of our lives awaits.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1357 
 
      
 
    Hadjar stared at the back of Gevestus, who was walking ahead of him. This warrior was full of honor. It was hard to believe that with such a naive and simple heart, he could manage to live for so long, reach such high levels of cultivation, and even meet Hadjar in the future, defying Time to do so. 
 
    “You are a strange human, soldier,” Gevestus said, putting emphasis on the penultimate word. 
 
    Mechanically, without even thinking about what this could lead to and what he was doing, Hadjar put his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “Not a good idea,” the halfbreed shook his head. “You didn’t stand a chance last time.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong… 
 
    “How did you-” 
 
    “As you most likely already know,” Gevestus stood at the entrance to a dark cave. It was a small depression in the rocks, where no light penetrated, and something unusual seemed to be radiating from within. Hadjar had never sensed such energy before. It was alien to all his senses and unfamiliar to both his personal experience and the neural network’s database. “I’m a halfbreed. That’s why it isn’t difficult for me to sense another whose blood, like mine, was mixed with human blood. But in your case... your blood smells strange. It doesn’t smell like mine, a dragon-human mixture. It smells like human blood and dragon blood.” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” 
 
    Gevestus was silent for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Probably,” he replied, peering into the cave as if there was something inside it that brought back memories for him. Only he knew whether they were good or bad ones. “Come inside, warrior, and-” 
 
    “Hadjar,” Hadjar interrupted him. “That’s my name.” 
 
    “Gevestus,” the Emperor’s officer also introduced himself. “A free warrior.” 
 
    “A free warrior?” Hadjar was definitely surprised, “But I thought-” 
 
    “I understand that you want to establish a trusting relationship between us, Hadjar. Still, while teaching someone something involves a risk for both parties involved, we should still hurry. It would be much better if we continued our conversation inside the cave.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t need to be told twice. He cast a quick glance behind him. There, standing atop one of the mountain peaks, was a mage with a bent, twisted back, who was wrapped in a thick cassock with a cloak thrown over it. He was leaning on his staff as he kept an eye on both of them. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Gevestus repeated, entering the cave first. 
 
    Hadjar followed his new master. Or, rather, a young version of Traves’ Master who had been able to help him once before. 
 
    Inside, the cave didn’t look like anything special. Its walls had sharp protrusions, so leaning against them was best avoided unless you had a special desire to tear your entire back apart. They were a little wet, maybe from some underground water or fog. It was smaller than a room in a cheap brothel, but there was enough space for the two of them to move around freely. 
 
    Gevestus removed the scabbard of his saber from his belt, placing it in front of him so that he could draw his weapon at any moment. Hadjar did the same. 
 
    They did this simultaneously and without having to discuss it. One’s habits could tell someone a lot about a warrior. For example, they now knew that the life of a soldier and long marches was far from alien to either of them. Ordinary people rarely did this, and the few who did had probably run into lawless, honorless bandits who’d forsaken all decency for the sake of stealing their belongings. Of course, not many ordinary people survived an encounter with bandits. 
 
    Hadjar shivered. The cave had a very strange effect on him. He suddenly felt like he was floundering in a swamp. He was drowning in it, unable to grab anything that would help him stay on the surface. He sunk into it deeper and deeper until he realized that he had briefly lost consciousness. Otherwise, how else could Gevestus have taken out a bowl of thick, tart wine, which he was now sipping from, without him even noticing? 
 
    “What is this place?” Hadjar hissed. 
 
    “It’s a cave,” Gevestus replied laconically. Despite his mighty appearance, he held his bowl quite elegantly with both hands as he sipped from it. Apparently, he’d gotten an education somewhere, or he’d spent too much time in the Palace amongst the aristocracy. Although, given the noble dragons’ attitude toward their comrade, Hadjar doubted the latter option was even possible. 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. They sat in silence for a while. Hadjar was trying to see what was happening outside the cave, but no matter how much he strained his eyes, he still couldn’t penetrate the black veil with his gaze. It was as if something invisible was keeping the cave separate from the outside world, both when it was viewed from the outside and from the inside. 
 
    “This is a special place, Hadjar,” Gevestus continued. “One of the gods was once immersed in meditation here.” 
 
    Hadjar choked on air, “One of the gods?” 
 
    “Yep,” the halfbreed nodded calmly, as if he wasn’t talking about something that would cause a modern inhabitant of the Nameless World to either have a fit of mad laughter or the strong urge to get as far away from here as possible. Fortunately, Hadjar didn’t belong to neither the first nor the second category. “In the past, when the gods walked amongst the mortals, they created similar places of solitude in which they could spend entire epochs.” 
 
    “Why-” 
 
    “Take, for example, an ant,” Gevestus ignored Hadjar. “A simple, mortal ant that has no mutations that would allow it to sense the Therna.” 
 
    An ant that had no mutations? Apparently, in ancient times, this was how they’d referred to the creatures whose bodies didn’t form a Core that could absorb the energy of the World River. But then what was Therna? If it had nothing to do with the River’s energy, how could animals walk the path of cultivation? Hadjar sensed a certain mystery in this issue, one that was worth thinking about at his leisure. He sensed in it a much more profound truth about the Nameless World than it might’ve appeared to be at first glance. Unfortunately, he simply didn’t have the time to do so at the moment. 
 
    “Such an ant will find it difficult to understand why you or I need our blades, clothes, or why we have the habit of bowing to those who managed to climb higher than us and put on a crown, or to those who received this crown by right of blood.” 
 
    There was something in his words… Damn it all. How could a simple warrior possess a Technique available only to the sacred blood of the Thundercloud tribe? This was the strongest and oldest dragon tribe, the one from which the Imperial Family had been born, which wasn’t surprising when you considered the power of this meditation Technique and the abilities that it bestowed. 
 
    “You are the Emperor’s brother…” 
 
    Gevestus took another sip from his bowl. “On my mother’s side.” 
 
    Hadjar swore again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1358 
 
      
 
    Hadjar looked at Gevestus very differently. The tense relationship between him and the Emperor was now far easier to understand, not to mention the general contempt everyone had for him. Even in the modern world, the wife of a ruler needed to put her duties above all else, and the ruler himself was held to a high standard as well. Even thinking about betrayal could cause heads to roll. The people who tied themselves together belonged to each other completely. This was the way of the ancestors. Loyalty and faithfulness ensured that people could rely on one another. Otherwise, the Nameless World, with all its perils, would truly be a place where no one could survive for long, since they’d be alone, unable to rely on anyone but themselves. 
 
    But that was the case with humans. Gevestus was, after all, half a beast, even if he was intelligent. Their way of life had remained quite bestial in many respects. Monogamy was, of course, not alien to them, but only to certain species. Dragons weren’t one of those species. It was normal for their males, even after they got a wife, to continue to spread their seed around the world. However, this same freedom didn’t apply to the wife. That was why, when the current Emperor’s father had taken a young dragoness as his wife, he’d basically made her his property. It wasn’t a fair or just system, but that was the way things were. It didn’t matter whether he’d taken her by force, or what justification he’d used. What one did in front of the Great Ancestor was carved in stone. 
 
    As the wife of the tribal leader, she’d received the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique, and, later, the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique. But… 
 
    “My father killed her as soon as she gave birth to me,” Gevestus told the tale with a calm, emotionless expression. Only his eyes reflected the pain that still lingered there. “He did it to punish her for her misdeeds, for having an affair not just with another male, but with a human. She never even saw me. We were separated immediately after she gave birth to me.” 
 
    Damn it all… Maybe the Emperor had been somewhat justified in punishing his unfaithful wife, at least by the standards of this time period, but, as a result, one of his sons had suffered. Then again, he’d probably never thought of him as his son, not really. 
 
    “According to our laws, unclean blood can’t divide the ruling family into two branches, which probably allowed my father, the then still uncrowned Emperor, to spare me and give me to the family of a wandering merchant.” Gevestus drank from his bowl, then set it down next to him, and looked into the distance. Into his past. “They loved me like their own. They were ordinary people. He sold handicrafts bought from artisans, and she waited for him by the window in the evenings. She cooked delicious dinners. She embroidered, but she never sold her work. She always gave it to those who needed it more. That’s why we always had milk and bread to eat, even when my dad couldn’t sell anything.” 
 
    Dad... Gevestus pronounced it completely differently from ‘father.’ 
 
    “We were happy until…” The warrior fell silent. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t need to hear the rest of the story to know how it had eventually ended. 
 
    “I buried them together,” the halfbreed raised his bowl again and drank. “Or what was left of them, anyway... You know, the smell of burnt flesh lodges itself in your mind. Right underneath the back of your head. Right here,” Gevestus touched the spot on his head. “It lives with you until your final hours, until the forefathers or the Great Ancestor call you to their abode.” 
 
    “How did you-” 
 
    “They hid me in the basement.” Gevestus’ eyes darkened, and his hand twitched toward the hilt of his blade. Hadjar knew that look well. He had seen it hundreds of times before: reflected in the surface of a lake, in highly polished steel, in the dew drops at dawn. He’d seen it in his own eyes. “I was ten, Hadjar. I felt the burning beams falling on me. I felt the fire licking my face, trying to scorch my very soul. But it only warmed it instead. It saved me from the screams that I could hear above me. The screams of my parents and the laughter of the Legionnaires.” 
 
    Gevestus took another sip from his bowl. 
 
    “There was a war going on back then, Hadjar. Two Kingdoms had decided that they couldn’t simply share something, as is often the case. King Gazrangan sent his best hound, the General of the Foul Legion, to sow terror and death in my parents’ homeland. By the light of Miristal, he succeeded.” 
 
    The General of the Foul Legion… Hadjar had heard about him before. 
 
    “The Bloody General… The Wizard Ash. A horror I’d heard about since I was a child. The human with the face of someone the goddess of love might’ve given birth to and the heart of someone the Prince of Demons might’ve sired,” Gevestus confirmed Hadjar’s assumption. “I don’t know why, but at some point, the voices stopped. A certain ‘Rekker’ — a name that I’ll remember for the rest of my life — ordered those wild dogs to leave…” 
 
    ‘Rekker…’ This name had only one mention in the entire database of his neural network. Many centuries ago, it had been a household name and meant someone who was very angry and crazy. 
 
    “I stayed there. Lying alone, in the ashes, buried under the falling debris, not able to understand why I was still alive. And so it was until the debris, coals, and stones flew up and off me, and I saw a face as beautiful as life itself and eyes more terrible than the darkest abyss. It was Ash himself. He didn’t kill me. He let me go. I still don’t know why. Since then, I’ve wandered. I have been to all corners of this continent, Hadjar. I’ve even visited that continent with flying cities, where Ash, his Pirate Queen, and the Wandering Stumps went. But I was never able to find out why he saved me. He only said that he could see that my path wasn’t over yet, and that he was able to glimpse a reflection of his own in it. And now, after so many years, I have met you, warrior. You claim that you know my future disciple’s name. Looking into your eyes, I see your path through the stars. I see that one day, you and I will cross paths again, but by that time, I’ll already be dead. So tell me, Hadjar, why should I teach you the Technique that can only be mastered by someone who has the blood of the Thundercloud tribe flowing through their veins?” 
 
    Gevestus’ palm was resting on his saber. Hadjar sensed that even if he had his entire arsenal — his full cultivation and all his artifacts — it still wouldn’t save him from even one of the halfbreed’s attacks. He sighed and answered quietly: 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, Gevestus.” 
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, then the halfbreed nodded. 
 
    “I can see that when we meet again, I’ll already be dead,” he said without any fear or regret. “Tell me, Hadjar, did I die with honor? With honor? Did I live freely?” 
 
    With dignity? With honor? All of this was nonsense, something that naive tin soldiers were stuffed full of so that it would be easier to rearrange them on the iron board of fate. Hadjar knew that. Even so, something made him give a different answer: 
 
    “You lived freely, Gevestus. You died with dignity.” 
 
    The halfbreed finished his wine, set his bowl aside, and held out an open palm toward Hadjar, “Then my spirit is calm, Hadjar. Now, let’s get started. May those whose faces you see in the stars help you.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1359 
 
      
 
    If Hadjar had been younger, around the same age he’d been when he’d accepted Orune’s offer and gone to the Storm Mountain, he would’ve immediately responded to Gevestus with the same gesture and jumped right in. But… They said people didn’t change. Hadjar didn’t believe that. He knew for a fact that everything and everyone changed. 
 
    “You told the Emperor that you would teach me how to use the Name of the Wind to its fullest potential,” he reminded Gevestus. “And now you’re saying that you’ll pass the ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique on to me.” 
 
    The halfbreed put his hand back on his knee, “Ask, Hadjar,” Gevestus suggested in an even tone, “But remember that time isn’t on our side.” 
 
    “What’s a Full Name?” 
 
    Gevestus didn’t answer immediately, trying to formulate his thoughts in such a way that they could be conveyed without harm to either of them. The higher the level of cultivation of an adept, the more abundant their knowledge of the world, the deeper the mysteries that they kept in their heart, the more difficult the learning and teaching process was. The most powerful of the Immortals stayed in caves for thousands of years, plunging into long meditations from which they came out with only a grain of new knowledge because they had no one to learn from. As the ancients would say, ‘If there is no great Master nearby to whom you can entrust your life, the best teacher you can turn to is yourself.’ 
 
    The process of training cultivators was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, if a master conveyed an idea incorrectly or subjectively, it would harm a disciple. On the other hand, in the process of teaching, a master plunged into the basics that they used without thinking, forgetting about their meaning. Thus, they could either strengthen their own foundation, or destroy it. It was for these reasons that, once upon a time, first Serra and then Einen had refused to teach anyone what poorly educated cultivators called true magic. 
 
    Hadjar had asked the simplest of the questions he had, but Gevestus was still in no hurry to answer. He mulled it over for almost a quarter of an hour. 
 
    “What do you call the rain, Hadjar?” He answered the question with another question at last. 
 
    “Rain.” 
 
    Gevestus nodded, “But the rain can be different. Just like a lady’s hair. It can be woven into a single braid, be loosened into curls, even done up into a fancy hairstyle. But ultimately, it’s all hair. Even so, the word ‘hair’ isn’t the same as the word ‘braid.’ Although both, in fact, mean the same thing.” 
 
    Hadjar frowned. He sensed that Gevestus wanted to tell him something, but he couldn’t discern the essence of it behind the smokescreen of eloquent metaphors. 
 
    “The same thing goes for rain. It can be a downpour. A mild inconvenience. A few icy drops in early spring, nothing more.” 
 
    Even in Traves’ memory, it had seemed to Hadjar like his glorious ancestor’s Master had had the soul of a poet. Now he was certain of it. 
 
    “But all of this is just- 
 
    “-rain,” Hadjar finished for Gevestus. 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “But the wind is... is...” Hadjar felt like there must be something else behind this word. It seemed to be getting closer to him, as if it was trying to reach him through this cave created by some ancient god, through the impregnable thickness of the stone and the oblivion of the silence surrounding them. It almost felt like the time the Sword Spirit’s Seal had kept them apart, but his faithful friend had still done its best to come to him once more. In the end, it hadn’t been able to do so. 
 
    He couldn’t find anything in the recesses of his soul, not the word itself, not the way to it and… Hadjar clutched his chest and, bending at the waist, went into a fit of terrible coughing. Bloody lumps were spewing out of his throat in spasmodic jerks, like he was trying to cough up the entirety of his insides. 
 
    “Take a pill,” Gevestus said, a little worried. “Hurry up.” He remained sitting in place. 
 
    Reaching toward his belt with a trembling hand, Hadjar could barely untie the ribbon on the bag. Several pills fell out of his hands and, when they landed on the stones of the cave, dissolved into a multicolored haze. After swallowing those that he managed to put in his mouth, he exhaled with a bit of relief and was able to straighten up again. 
 
    “What... Why...” He croaked, trying to gather his thoughts. 
 
    What had just happened was beyond his comprehension. He had the impression that something inside him had almost cracked, had almost fallen apart, had almost collapsed under its own weight. And the feeling had had nothing to do with his physical form. 
 
    “Your soul is too weak, Hadjar,” Gevestus closed his eyes a little. His fears had just been confirmed. “It’s one thing to use something and quite another to be aware of everything that is at your disposal. What it’s made of. What it’s made for. The Full Name... A Full Name is much more than some kind of tool. I don’t know the Full Name of the Wind, nor any other.” 
 
    “That mage-” 
 
    “He used a Junior Name against you. Maybe the Wind of the Southern Streams. That’s his homeland. Maybe something else.” 
 
    “Junior Name?” 
 
    Gevestus raised an eyebrow at him, “I don’t know where you’ve been wandering, Hadjar, but your knowledge of the Therna is very poor.” 
 
    “Therna… Is that the magic of words?” 
 
    “The Therna is much more than just the magic of words,” Gevestus shook his head. “But I’m too weak to talk to you about things that I don’t quite understand myself just yet. As for the Words, there is nothing complicated about it. There are Junior Names. If we take the example of rain, its drops are Junior Words. There are Senior Words, like Rain, Storm, Fire, and so on. There is also a Full Name. That is something that includes everything that is in a Word, in a Name. In fact, only the Full Name is a Name. Everything else is just Words.” 
 
    It seemed to Hadjar like he had just touched on... Actually, no, he hadn’t yet touched on, but only approached something that even weak Immortals couldn’t comprehend. Only someone who’d gone even further, reaching the level of the strongest and most powerful of this world, could probably understand this fully. 
 
    “What I’ve just seen suggests that with the soul you have right now, Hadjar, you’ll never be able to withstand the weight of the Name of the Wind. Only its Senior Word, nothing more.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “This is the kind of knowledge that can’t be taught. This is something that you have to find out for yourself. The Emperor is well aware of this. He also knows that I don’t have enough power to locate the ifrit coven alone. In order to find them, a Senior Word will be enough, we don’t need a Full Name.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyebrows rose slightly in surprise. 
 
    “If I could sense your blood, so could he,” Gevestus smiled a little for the first time since Hadjar had met him. “But he couldn’t publicly order me to teach you the ‘Path Through the Stars.’ Just the fact that I’m still breathing makes his position among the tribal leaders a tenuous one. I’m not going to ask too many questions.” Gevestus held out his hand again. “Time is against us,” he reminded Hadjar. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1360 
 
      
 
    Hadjar remembered what the Shadow of the First Emperor had told him. In the tomb in the jungles of Karnak, the deceased ruler had broken off his horn and placed it in Hadjar’s soul, so that when the time came for Hadjar to walk through the stars, he would be able to act as his guide. 
 
    But because of Minister Ju’s attempt to kill Hadjar, the Emperor had had to reveal himself prematurely. This had allowed Hadjar to comprehend the possibility of placing the Name of the Wind within his Techniques. In other words, from then on, he could not only use Divine level Techniques created by others, but also create them himself. After all, without knowing a Name and understanding how to weave it into a Technique, it was simply impossible for someone to create a Divine level Technique. 
 
    However, if everything that was happening here was really in the distant past, during the second war between the Black General’s army and the whole world, the First Emperor had already known that they would meet in the past and that the role of a guide could be performed by Gevestus instead. So why had… These questions made Hadjar itch all over. 
 
    Moreover, the second war between the Black General and the whole world was something every baby who had been lucky enough to be born in a large country knew about. However, almost nothing was known about his first rebellion where he fought the gods and the creation of the North Wind Country. Hadjar felt like this was too important to be such an obscure part of history. 
 
    “Okay,” Hadjar gripped the halfbreed’s wrist tightly. “Lead me, free warrior Gevestus.” 
 
    “Follow me, warrior Hadjar,” the halfbreed closed his eyes. “Summon your ‘Path Through the Clouds’ and we’ll go higher.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once Hadjar finally came to again, he saw the land of clouds in front of him. It was simply not possible to describe the landscape that opened up before him in other words. The blue overhead, which was slowly turning into darkness, was pierced by the multicolored radiance of icy stars and covered the cities of clouds with a steel dome. They, like curly mountains, climbed higher and higher until they eventually realized the futility of their aspirations and dissolved into a snow-white haze. Through these cities, along the roads between them, among the hills and rivers, a golden dragon soared. He spread his wings out and arched his long, graceful neck, reveling in his freedom. 
 
    Hadjar reached for the hilt of his sword, but realized that he had no arms. Instead, he had two strong wings. Spreading them out, he glided on the currents of the warm wind that felt almost as solid as the ground beneath his feet back when he had been human. 
 
    “You-” 
 
    “The sages say that the only thing that will come with us all the way, to be measured in the Book of Thousands, are children’s dreams.” 
 
    The dragon soaring amongst the clouds didn’t open his mouth. His voice sounded right in Hadjar’s head. He remembered Tash’Magan telling him that not all halfbreeds were able to turn into a Lord of the Heavens. Apparently, Gevestus was one of those who would never spread his wings and fly through the sky in the physical world. 
 
    “Your appearance is rather strange, Hadjar,” Gevestus spoke in his head again. “I’ve never heard of a human who has the soul of a human, and not a heaven wanderer, being able to learn the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique before. So maybe this is your dream... or the Quetzal bird means more to you than even you realize.” 
 
    “Maybe... Where are we, Gevestus?” 
 
    “This is the sky...” The dragon replied, “The last sky. The one that shines with stars even for those who no longer walk amongst the people.” 
 
    The gears turned slowly in Hadjar’s head, “Are we in the Seventh Heaven?” 
 
    “We are above the Seventh Heaven,” Gevestus corrected him. “Our path leads even farther, Hadjar, to the place where only the Keeper of the Path resides.” 
 
    Hadjar flapped his wings. He knew what he had to do — use the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique like he would in the physical world. The only difference was that out there he only appeared to be a Quetzal bird, his Spirit, but in here… he really was one. 
 
    “The Keeper of the Path? Who is that?” He asked. 
 
    “Time, Hadjar... There is almost no time left. Try to keep up.” 
 
    The dragon spread his golden wings. He swung them, destroying mountains and hills of clouds. He caused tsunamis to form and started snow-white earthquakes with his might, rushing higher and higher toward the darkening blue. 
 
    Flapping his wings, Hadjar instantly felt resistance, as if something powerful and impregnable wasn’t letting him rise higher. He almost suffocated within the power of this force, and then, almost like he was hearing it through a distorted prism of the wind, he heard: 
 
    “Stick to my path, Hadjar, or you’ll die!” 
 
    With great difficulty, in the midst of this maddening haze and the dance of the broken kaleidoscope of reality, Hadjar spotted a golden path left behind by the dragon soaring above the clouds. Gathering all his strength and will into a single impulse, he flapped his wings and was able to reach a lifesaving thread that was lowered to him from somewhere within the stars. It wrapped around him and, as if placing him in a cocoon of safety, allowed him to breathe again. 
 
    “Hurry up, Hadjar! I can’t hold it for long!” 
 
    Hadjar flapped his wings. He climbed higher and higher. The clouds that towered around him like ancient cities were left behind. They turned from mountains into mounds, from mounds into small dots, until the world was completely divided into two parts. Everything above him was a cold void of darkness, in which the stars were frozen in their deceptive immobility while actually floating faster than thought itself. Below were the restless clouds. 
 
    In this darkness, the only landmark was Dragon Gevestus, whose wings cut a golden path through the darkness. Together, in complete silence, they flew through the void, inside which, sometimes, Hadjar saw a few silhouettes. They beckoned him with their outlines like he should’ve known them, remembered them, and like he had come here just for them. They almost felt like flashes of his own memory. 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the path, Hadjar!” The warning shout thundered in his head. “Don’t give in to the darkness! The Keeper is already close.” 
 
    With a monumental effort of will, he looked away. Out of the corner of his eye, before he fully focused on the golden path, he saw something that looked much more distinct than the other shadows. He saw himself. Only it was some other version of him, not at all like the one he had seen for more than a hundred years in various reflections. The darkness showed him something quite different… 
 
    Hadjar flapped his wings once more and hurried after the dragon. They raced across the dark surface, and the stars no longer shone above their heads. Now they were everywhere around them. They were trying to overcome the darkness with their light, and even though there were more and more of them, the darkness didn’t give up. It seemed like it simply wasn’t paying any attention to the futile attempts of the light to overcome it, just like an elephant wouldn’t pay attention to the barking of a stray dog. 
 
    “You’re here again, Last General.” 
 
    Hadjar clenched and unclenched his fist. He was himself again. He was standing in the middle of the darkness before someone he had already seen before. 
 
    “Keeper,” Gevestus knelt. “I’ve brought you a seeker of the path through the stars, one who wishes to find his light in the darkness.” 
 
    “And so everything is as it should be, Last General.” She still stood next to her lion woven from flame and light. “I sense that the ancient walls have already fallen. The bugle has called out. The Last King is already walking amongst the living and raising the banner of war again. The coals have released the flame hidden in them. Everything is as it should be, Last General... Therefore, you should follow your own path as well.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at this creature, remembering his first visit to this place. Back then, the Keeper’s words had seemed like little more than meaningless ramblings to him, but now… Damn it all to hell… 
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 Chapter 1361 
 
      
 
    The Keeper looked exactly as Hadjar remembered her. She hadn’t even moved from what he could tell. She was standing on a stone platform that was frozen in the middle of a dark void and illuminated by the rare flashes of the bright stars. Hadjar didn’t know whether this was space or something else. Behind the Keeper lay a huge, flaming lion. Woven out of white flame and light, it calmly looked into the distance. During his first visit to this strange place, Hadjar hadn’t been able to even sense the creature’s power, but now he understood perfectly well that the lion was so strong that, with its breath alone, it could destroy all the lands on which Hadjar had set foot at once. 
 
    Compared to it, the miniature Keeper looked fragile and insignificant. Her brown hair fluttered in the starry wind, and her green cloak was spread out on the ground. Hadjar couldn’t sense her. He saw her, but still couldn’t discern her presence. This meant that the Keeper wielded a far more terrifying power than her pet. The realization wasn’t scary, as Hadjar had encountered too many powerful beings during his travels. No, it actually opened up new horizons for him, and reminded him that the gods who lived in the Seventh Heaven were potentially even stronger than the Keeper. 
 
    “You’ve come here, Last General, which means I have to show you the way.” The Keeper stood with her back to him, so that he couldn’t see the creature’s face. “This is the Tree of Light, Last General.” She waved her hand and the space around them shuddered. A space of such proportions that no words could describe it and the mind could not comprehend it. 
 
    The night sky swirled in front of Hadjar. The stars started moving. Entire galaxies danced an unstoppable, circular dance until they formed a huge formation enclosed in a frame made up of the constellations and galaxies. Gevestus, who was still kneeling, whispered something. Hadjar was once again convinced that this simply couldn’t be real, as no power could possibly be so great. It would simply implode, obliterated by its own weight. Wouldn’t it? 
 
    “What now, honorable Keeper?” Hadjar asked with a bow. 
 
    The creature turned halfway toward him, but her face was still hidden by her thick hair, “Go ahead, Last General,” she pointed to the path of light leading to a distant portal of stars, “To where you are expected to be.” She turned back, making it clear that the conversation was over. 
 
    Hadjar looked at Gevestus. 
 
    “Everyone has their own path through the stars, Hadjar,” the halfbreed answered his unasked question. “Who knows where yours will lead you… But remember: where there is light, there is always darkness. The brighter the light, the more terrible the darkness. This is the law of balance between the forces of the Nameless World. Light and Darkness are always there. Always together.” 
 
    Hadjar had already wandered along the dusty roads of the Nameless World for too long, so he understood what the dragon meant. 
 
    Gathering his courage, he took the first step along the path of starlight. How long must his path have been if the stone platform and the Keeper were separated by a space greater than the void between galaxies and… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes. Something wet was running down his cheeks. He reached out to it and, to his surprise, found salty tears on the pads of his fingers. Was he crying? It was hard for him to remember the last time he’d done that. When his parents had died? When Nero had died? 
 
    Through a window, the rays of the bright but frosty sunlight came into the room. He pulled a woolen blanket tighter around himself. He’d had a dream. A terrible dream. 
 
    “Hmm,” someone stretched nearby. 
 
    Hadjar turned around. He saw snow-white skin, the curve of beautiful ivory shoulders, and a thin neck barely peeking out from underneath the blanket. Black hair was spread out on the pillow, which consisted of a simple pillowcase stuffed with felt. She’d made these new pillows quite recently to replace the old ones that had been damaged a while ago. She smelled the same as always, like flowers and fire. He put his arm around her. He hugged her tightly. He buried his face in her hair and breathed in as only a drowning man could breathe in after coming close to death. 
 
    “You’re... strangling me...” Arkemeya barely croaked out. 
 
    Hadjar only hugged her more tightly. He couldn’t remember what he had dreamed about, but it had been something horrible. Something really scary. Something that couldn’t be compared to the troubles that he’d left behind. 
 
    “Ouch!” He cried out. 
 
    Arkemeya smiled contentedly. Hadjar rubbed his bitten forearm. The girl sat up and covered her body with the blanket. 
 
    “If you thought that…” 
 
    He didn’t know what she’d wanted to say before their eyes met. She saw in Hadjar’s eyes what only a wife could see in her husband’s eyes. She reached out to him. She buried her fingers in his unruly, black hair and pressed him to her. 
 
    Thump, thump, her heart was pounding, thump, thump. She was alive. 
 
    “I’m here,” she whispered. Her hot breath touched his ear and tickled him slightly. “I’m all right, Hadjar. I’m here…” 
 
    Only then did Hadjar believe that she really was here. He straightened up and pulled her to him. Strongly, but gently. Like she was a crystal vase. 
 
    “You’re here,” he murmured, stroking her hair. Arkemeya lay on his chest and sniffed softly, like a contented cat. 
 
    They lay on the bed for about a quarter of an hour, enjoying each other. The warmth, breaths, heartbeats, and calmness that they gave to each other. She was here… He was here… They were home… She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and, smiling gently, put her hand on her stomach. 
 
    “You mean we’re here?” She whispered. 
 
    Hadjar shifted his gaze to her rounded belly. Of course! He was going to have a daughter soon! That’s why, when he’d repaired the roof in the fall, he had left enough materials to also make a crib by the end of winter, when their child was set to be born. 
 
    “We have to get up,” Hadjar said reluctantly. “We have a lot to do.” 
 
    “We do,” Arkemeya nodded. “Could you bring me a herring? With blackberries... and warm milk…” 
 
    Oh, yes, of course, a herring with blackberries and warm milk. Sure. How could he have forgotten about such a basic thing? 
 
    “Don’t look at me like I’m some kind of demon!” 
 
    “Just a halfbreed.” 
 
    As Hadjar was closing the door of their room, something heavy struck it. Everything was fine. It had just been a bad dream. It had just been his past reminding him that things might go wrong. No more than that. 
 
    After putting on his warmest clothes and boots, he walked through the hallway and into their living room. He paused for a moment to look at the wall above the fireplace, where his sword and Arkemeya’s sabers hung. He should put them away in the basement. Everything was fine… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1362 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was sitting on the porch. Their valley, where many trees had grown in recent years, shone like it was covered in emeralds. The early morning sunlight, when the dew hadn’t yet dried, turned the valley and the surrounding area into something that could rival even the best jewelry shops of Dahanatan. The green grass turned into the threads of the finest necklaces. The trees, with their spreading crowns, became the arches of palaces, and the flowers under their feet… Hadjar hated the grass. 
 
    “How… Damn it…” He panted. 
 
    “May I?” Arkemeya offered, smiling warmly. 
 
    She had just brought breakfast out onto the porch. She put the plates down on the table made by Hadjar last summer. He’d carved it out of three solid oak logs. It was so heavy, enormous, and sturdy that it would probably be possible to break down fortress gates with it. 
 
    The blue tablecloth lying on top of the table was Arkemeya’s work. She was so skilled in the art of sewing that people came to her not only from the surrounding villages, but even from the nearby cities. Hadjar couldn’t boast of such success in his carpentry, but they had enough money. His skills as a hunter helped a lot. 
 
    Their clay dishes looked beautiful and strong. The house had gotten some outbuildings. Hadjar even had his own cozy and warm workshop now, where he could work in the winter. 
 
    He sniffed the air. It smelled of flour, wild berry jam, sour cream, and milk. 
 
    “Cheesecakes?” He asked hopefully. 
 
    Arkemeya nodded and revealed that she’d brought out a huge clay bowl full of just that. 
 
    “Cheesecakes,” Hadjar breathed out happily. 
 
    “Are you sure you can manage that?” Arkemeya, narrowing her bright green eyes at him, inclined her head toward the object in his hands. 
 
    He had failed to learn how to make wreaths. He’d tried it as a child, and had even succeeded a couple of times. Elaine had mostly been the one to make them, and he had combed his sister’s hair. Well, at least he’d learned this much. 
 
    “I’m almost… done… with it,” Hadjar tried to weave another flower into the shapeless mass in his hands that was supposed to be a wreath. The flower broke off and the bud slowly fell to the wooden floor. He breathed out sadly. 
 
    He reached for another flower, but a small hand beat him to it. The most beautiful and most precious hand in the world. She raised the bud and straightened up to her full height, slightly tilting her head to the side. It was a gesture she’d learned from her mother. Arkemeya always did this when she was laughing at him in a kind manner. 
 
    “Daddy, can I try?” Her thin, angelic voice sounded. 
 
    Hadjar looked at this small miracle. Her dark brown hair turned the color of polished gold in the light of the dawn sun. It was long, falling below her shoulders. She was wearing a white dress made of light silk. He had no idea where Arkemeya had managed to acquire the silk needed to sew this miniature, snow-white work of art. They had enough money, but they’d never lived all that lavishly. The forest and the land provided everything they needed to live, and anything beyond that could easily be made or acquired. 
 
    “Daddy?” The little girl asked again. 
 
    All parents thought their children were beautiful. But Hadjar’s daughter would definitely become a problem for ardent young hearts in the future. Well, he had enough space in his backyard to bury anyone his daughter might bring to meet her parents. That was a joke, of course... Probably… 
 
    She took after her mother and grandmother with her round face, round cheeks, button nose, and symmetric lips. She’d inherited her bright blue, almost inhuman eyes from Hadjar. Flashes of green could sometimes be seen in them, which made them look like sea foam at times. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Hadjar smiled. 
 
    He got up and walked over to his daughter. She looked up at him so cutely, with a bit of surprise and interest, like a tiny kitten exploring the vast world that had opened up before her. He squatted down, as he didn’t like to look down on his daughter. Their eyes were on the same level whenever he could manage it. 
 
    “What did you do today?” He asked. Once upon a time, all that had interested him had been the secrets of this world, the secrets of the path of cultivation, and the Seventh Heaven. These days, none of it was worth a second of the stories the little girl in the white silk dress told him every day. 
 
    “I woke up,” the girl slightly puffed out her cheeks and began to curl her fingers in a funny way. “Then I ran to see Akhenx.” Akhenx? What... Oh, yeah, it was a small bull that had been born in their cowshed recently. “His yawns are very funny, by the way.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hadjar reached out to stroke the girl’s head. 
 
    But a moment before the sinewy hand with knotted, callused, overworked fingers touched the golden hair, he froze. Why? It suddenly seemed to him like this was just a mirage. The girl solved the problem herself. She reached up on her tiptoes, grabbed his wrist, and put his hand on her hair. It was silk, just like her dress. Or even softer. And warm. Very warm. 
 
    Hadjar suddenly felt something grow lighter inside him. In the eternal void, ready to devour both his soul and his heart, a light suddenly came to life. It was fragile. Small. Capable of being extinguished by a passing breeze. But at the same time, it was a guide in this darkness, giving him meaning. Was that why his father, the King, had given his life for him? Was that why his mother had shielded him from Primus? Was it because this light had led them through all those storms that normally brought down most people? 
 
    “Then I ran to the well and washed my face. I know you don’t want me to wash my face in cold water in the morning, but I really like it. By the way, a bird settled in my birdhouse! Do you remember the one that we made last…” She was saying something else, but he couldn’t hear her. The world around him trembled and became indistinct, blurring like it would during a torrential rain. “Daddy? Did you get hurt somewhere? Are you crying?” 
 
    “No, I’m not, honey,” Hadjar leaned forward and hugged the girl. He held her close, so that she couldn’t see his eyes. “I’m okay. It’s just dew.” 
 
    “Does dew appear on people as well?” 
 
    “Of course!” Hadjar squeezed his eyes shut, quickly wiped his face, and then abruptly stood up. 
 
    The girl, who he was carrying on his shoulders now, screamed with joy and waved her hands. Hadjar spun her in the air. Her ringing laughter and warmth and her bright blue eyes with green flashes inside them were worth more than any treasure… They were the only treasure that mattered. 
 
    “Hey, Lords of the Heavens,” Arkemeya laughed from the porch. “The cheesecakes will get cold.” 
 
    The girl frowned. “Daddy,” she whispered conspiratorially, “Do you know how angry Mommy gets when we don’t eat the food while it’s still warm?” 
 
    “Are you scared?” Hadjar asked her gently. 
 
    “Of course not,” the girl frowned, and then, after thinking about it, added, “Only a little bit.” 
 
    They laughed and went to eat breakfast. 
 
    “General…” 
 
    Hadjar stopped and turned around. There was no one behind him, just a path that meandered through the trees and went somewhere over the hill… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1363 
 
      
 
    Hadjar wiped his sweaty forehead with his forearm. Putting down a wooden hammer, he looked over at a mallet. To get to it, he would have to descend from the barn roof, go to the fence, take it, then make his way back up again. 
 
    “Down and up the ladder I go,” he sighed. 
 
    Twenty feet high and made from two separate ladders he’d sawn by himself, it was directly attached to the barn. The damn person who’d built the barn hadn’t originally made a direct exit to the roof. The ladder creaked and shook as he used it, as it had been made from two different ladders that had been cobbled together. It really wasn’t sturdy enough to deal with such heights. 
 
    Hadjar thought about the piglet that would be his payment. It didn’t matter that Permovka’s family wasn’t able to feed it. Hadjar hadn’t wanted to just take it for free, so he had made a deal with the girl’s husband that he would fix their barn roof in exchange. After Rugakh’s death last season, Hadjar was the only carpenter left in the village. It was a great responsibility, but he had to earn a living somehow. So, that was his work now, and he would be paid with a pig for it. They would probably cook it for the feast of the autumn festival at the end of the harvest. 
 
    Hadjar looked at his hands. It would be so easy… If he just reached for the mallet with a single effort of will, he would immediately have the huge wooden hammer in his hand. One more effort of will, and the whole roof would be repaired. The boards and wooden nails would come to life, and the work that Hadjar had been doing for two days already would be completed in less than a few seconds. Hadjar remembered how, once upon a time, he and Einen had constructed a wooden hut in the Forest of Knowledge in just one night. 
 
    “Damn it all,” he swore. 
 
    When Arkemeya had been pregnant, they had given each other their word that they would never use their cultivator abilities, and when the time came for their daughter to leave the nest, when their grandchildren appeared on their porch, they would break their energy bodies and embrace their fate as mortals. They would grow old together and go to their forefathers for their judgment. That’s what their honor told them was the right thing to do. The honor of people who had renounced the violence of the martial arts world and… 
 
    “There is no honor in this world.” 
 
    Hadjar abruptly got to his feet and swung his simple hammer as if it really was a hammer meant for war. But, just like before, there was no one nearby. 
 
    “Shit,” Hadjar cursed again, looking around. 
 
    At that time of day, everyone in the village was busy with work — in the field, or tending to cattle out on pastures, or doing their crafting. There was no one else near the barn, which stood on the outskirts of town. No one saw how the mallet flew off the ground and straight into Hadjar’s hand. 
 
    “At least I didn’t summon my sword,” he sighed. 
 
    Last winter, Arkemeya, using her energy, will, and True Words, had turned her sabers to dust. Now only Hadjar’s Blue Blade was left lying under the floor in their house. His wife didn’t say anything, but he sometimes caught her looking at its hiding place underneath the fireplace. 
 
    She believed that there should be no weapons in their house, so that their daughter would grow up as far away from the world of martial arts as possible and to ensure that she would never learn that she had been born a practitioner at the Formation stage. She would be stronger than most mortals by default. Hardier. Prettier. More youthful. But when the time came for them to break their energy bodies, their daughter would also wake up without a Core. Maybe it was a dishonorable act to make such a huge decision for another person. However, she knew nothing about the world of martial arts, about the loneliness, about the pain that it brought. Her parents didn’t want her to suffer the same fate they had... Let their forefathers judge them if it was such a horrible thing to do. 
 
    And yet, something always stopped Hadjar on those evenings when Arkemeya and their daughter fell asleep first and he stayed up to make toys for the village children. He would smoke a pipe, lightly touch the strings of his old Ron’Jah with his fingers, and slowly drink weak booze, enjoying the peace of nighttime and trying to force himself to break the Blue Blade. But every time, he couldn’t make himself lift the floorboard, take out his sword, and end the path of his faithful friend and comrade… 
 
    “Hadjar!” Someone shouted up at him. 
 
    He looked down. A boy a little older than his daughter was standing there. He was dirty, wearing torn canvas trousers, his cheeks were wet with tears, and his red hair looked quite messy. Permovka had always taken good care of her son Zvetik and he’d never looked like such a street urchin before… 
 
    “What’s happening?” Hadjar asked sternly. “Are the guys from the neighboring vi-” 
 
    “Bandits!” Zvetik breathed out. “Bandits in the central square!” 
 
    Hadjar swore. About once a season, bandits visited the village. Hadjar and Arkemeya often managed to sense their approach in time and make sure that they were met not by the villagers, but by knights from the nearest outpost. 
 
    “How did-” 
 
    “They... they...” Zvetik wiped away tears. “One of them burned Cletia.” 
 
    “He burned her?” Hadjar was surprised. 
 
    The bandits usually just beat people, sometimes breaking a few bones or limbs, but they never stooped to murder. They knew that if they killed people, the knights of the outpost would search for them day and night all over the valley. 
 
    “Yes!” The child’s eyes were filled with horror. “With a wave of his hand!” 
 
    Hadjar swore. 
 
    “Your wife, she-” Zvetik didn’t finish. 
 
    He couldn’t understand what had just happened at all — Hadjar, a simple carpenter, even if he did look a bit scary, had suddenly moved from the barn roof to him, picked him up like a feather, and then the world had turned into a compressed blur. When Zvetik could see again, they were already standing in the main square. Zvetik was fast. Faster than most children he played with. Of course, not as fast as Hadjar’s daughter, but no one had wanted to compete with her for a long time now. However, even he needed ten minutes to get from the barn to the square if he ran as hard as he could. It took Hadjar a split second to get there. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1364 
 
      
 
    Almost the entire village had gathered in the square. Hundreds of families huddled together, not understanding what was happening. In the center, next to the platform from where they usually shouted the news or argued about something, stood the bandits. 
 
    They were an unusual sight for this region. The place where Arkemeya and Hadjar had settled was almost in the heart of the mortal lands. It was difficult to find any useful materials for cultivators or practitioners out here. In the woods, there were no creatures at the Awakening of Power Stage, let alone higher Stages. Even the knights of the outpost, who considered themselves to be almost celestial around here, were actually no stronger than their daughter. 
 
    The ten bandits, men and women alike, were dressed in mismatched armor that had clearly been taken from corpses and radiated the aura of practitioners from the Formation to Transformation stages. Some of them sported shoes with steel pads, some had jackets that glistened with metal, and some even wore helmets. It almost looked like the gang had robbed a forge. Or… 
 
    “You fools,” their leader flew up to the platform. He was a thin, tall, middle-aged man. He even had a brigantine on. It had been poorly sewn together and had many bent plates, but still. Not many practitioners in these lands could boast of possessing such a Spirit level artifact. “You live here in peace and joy! You have no idea what is happening on the mainland!” 
 
    As the leader was speaking, his subordinates were walking around like hyenas, peering into the villagers’ eyes. They didn’t need to use their power to cause fear in the villagers, but the bastards still didn’t skimp out on bringing their auras’ pressure down on the ordinary mortals. Hadjar knew well how this would affect the common people. Some children would stutter for life. A few adults might even go crazy. Men might end up deprived of their masculine strength, and women could lose their blessing of fertility given to them by nature. 
 
    “The war is still raging! The forces of the Last King are constantly fighting against the usurper lizards! But you’re just hanging out here! You’re sleeping, eating, shitting, and fucking! And we are all shedding our blood for your sake! So, it’s your turn to work a little!” The leader laughed. “There are seven hungry men and three tired women in my squad! That’s why I need seven pretty girls and three strong and handsome men from you! Moreover, we need twenty chickens, forty bags of millet, thirty pigs, and five cows!” 
 
    A gang of eleven bandits wouldn’t have normally been able to carry so much. That was why they usually just took meat and chickens, and not bags or larger carcasses. However, if they were deserters (and their appearance all but confirmed it), they clearly had spatial rings. Hadjar was certain that Erhard had made sure that every soldier could snatch enough loot during their battle against the Ruby Palace. White Fang simply wouldn’t have missed such a great opportunity to increase the reserves of the Seven Empires, even if it was a dishonest method. 
 
    The wind, which began kicking up the dust around Hadjar, touched his hair. 
 
    “There is no honor in this world,” he heard it say. As usual, there was no one behind him. 
 
    When Hadjar turned back, he met Arkemeya’s gaze. She was standing on the other side of the square. She was hugging their daughter tightly to her. When they exchanged glances, she imperceptibly shook her head — they shouldn’t interfere. No matter how hard Hadjar’s heart was beating in his chest, no matter how tightly his fingers gripped the mallet’s handle, they shouldn’t interfere. They’d promised each other that they would live the simple life of mortals, far from the strife of the Nameless World. They lived as if they had already broken their energy bodies. 
 
    “Mom!” Zvetik suddenly shouted. 
 
    Hadjar was pulled from his musings. The boy, whom he was holding tightly, had tried to run to his mother. He looked in that direction as well. There, on the ground, Permovka’s husband was writhing, gasping for breath and holding his stomach. Permovka was fighting back, scratching and tearing out her nails on the bandit’s bracers as he dragged her somewhere. In the man’s eyes, there was nothing but lust and drunken arrogance. Hadjar has seen this before, during the Northern Wars. He’d seen it in the eyes of some of his soldiers right before they had been hung from the nearest sturdy branch. But he wasn’t a General here. There was no army behind him. He was just a simple carpenter. He had a wife and daughter. It was unlikely that anyone for hundreds of miles around would be able to harm them. 
 
    “Mom!” Zvetik was crying, but he couldn’t escape a Lord’s grip. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t move to help the girl whom he had known since her adolescence. If he did that, the news about the two powerful cultivators would spread faster than a wildfire. 
 
    “Don’t touch Permovka!” A little girl in a white silk dress was standing in the bandit’s way. 
 
    Arkemeya stared at her hand, her eyes wide. It clenched and unclenched, but there was nothing but air in her hand. She’d placed a strong spell on the two of them to ensure that the practitioners wouldn’t be able to see them or sense their presence. But the girl had just disappeared. As if… Hadjar looked at his daughter. He heard its voice. He saw its shadow. The Wind was standing behind his daughter. It had opened the way for her, just as it had opened the way for Hadjar a long time ago. 
 
    “Damn it all,” he said tiredly. 
 
    A tall female practitioner with a crooked nose and an overgrown harelip came up behind the girl. She raised a gauntleted hand, “Out of the way, you little bitch,” she shouted. She was about to slam her fist into the back of the girl’s head when a monster materialized in front of her. It was more than six feet tall. A long tail snaked behind its back. Instead of nails, it had long claws, and two leathery, huge wings were spread out behind it. When her horror subsided, the deserter found a woman of unearthly beauty in front of her. Her green eyes were brighter than the purest emeralds, her skin was whiter than snow, and her hair was darker than the night itself. 
 
    “That’s my daughter,” the beauty said with a growl. 
 
    That was the last thing the deserter heard. A moment later, she disappeared. Her empty armor fell to the ground and her short spear rolled across it with a clang. A blue lightning bolt flashed in the air. 
 
    Hadjar’s fingers wrapped around the hilt of the Blue Blade and, for a moment, it seemed to him like it was now more complete than it had ever been. 
 
    “Hadjar?” Zvetik, who had known the good-natured carpenter all his life, recoiled. He didn’t even recognize the man standing next to him. He looked like someone else entirely. He was taller. Fiercer. His gaze seemed to pierce the sky itself. His mighty hands could crush mountains. A sea would fit in his chest. He was like a hero from the fairy tales that his mother had told him at bedtime, and he had come down to earth to save their village. He was mighty and unapproachable. Like the highest mountain peaks. Like the legendary Mad General himself. 
 
    The man disappeared and reappeared on the platform. He only swung his sword once. Calmly, smoothly, and slowly. All ten of the remaining bandits fell. Rather, their heads fell first, then their lifeless bodies followed, landing like empty bags in the quickly spreading pools of blood. 
 
    There were screams. The villagers ran everywhere. 
 
    “Son...” Zvetik felt his parents’ hands on him. 
 
    “Mom-” 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    His mother picked him up in her arms and they ran. She didn’t even turn around. Zvetik stared at the General, who was standing in the middle of the high platform. He held a blue sword decorated with the pattern of a white bird piercing through the distant clouds. His eyes, as clear as the sky and as cold as steel, radiated an indomitable will. His powerful shoulders could’ve held up an entire castle. He stood straight. He would never falter. His sword would never stop. That was how his mother had described the Mad General. 
 
    Legends said that if someone defenseless was hurt by a villain, they should call for the Mad General from the bottom of their heart. When he came, the villain would be punished. But they needed to beware, because their heart would also be weighed. If they were also a villain, they would suffer the same fate. Zvetik had thought that the Mad General should be scary, should have horns and hooves, that he was a terror that only instilled fear in the hearts of others, but he wasn’t. 
 
    “General...” The boy whispered, “Thank you…” 
 
    He was thanking him for the fact that the villain who’d harmed his mother had been punished. It wasn’t the all-seeing and all-knowing Heavens that had punished him. Not the knights of the outpost. Nor the villagers, who’d stood around like a silent herd. This had been done by the Mad General, the one who would appear if you called for him from the bottom of your heart. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1365 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, Mommy, what happened today?” The little girl stretched sweetly in bed and hugged her toy hare. It had been made by Arkemeya from scraps of fabric, stuffed with down and felt, and had button eyes of different sizes. The girl never let the toy out of her sight. She always carried it with her. It was her most loyal friend and companion. 
 
    “Nothing,” Arkemeya smiled and brushed a lock of hair from the girl’s face. “You just had a bad dream.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” she patted the girl’s cheek as gently and carefully as only a mother could. “And when you wake up again, everything will be forgotten. Everything will pass, honey. Everything will fall asleep, as you are falling asleep right now.” 
 
    The added influence of Arkemeya’s power and will was so miniscule that even Hadjar could barely distinguish it. The girl wrapped the blanket around herself more tightly and pressed her cheek to her toy. 
 
    “Do we really need to move?” She whispered through her sleepiness. 
 
    “We do,” Arkemeya adjusted the blanket and tucked it under her daughter. She did this every night. “We’ll go to the place where the sky is as clear as the water in a stream. Where the air is frosty and fresh. People with hair made of gold and eyes made of water live there. There, the mountains rise to the very clouds, and the forests are so dense that they seem more like wooden walls. It’s a harsh land, my dear, but we’ll be fine there.” 
 
    When the girl fell asleep, her parents left the room and carefully closed the door behind them. Silently, they reached the living room and sat down next to the fireplace. Arkemeya was closer to the fire, and Hadjar was behind her. He hugged his wife tightly. This was their daily ritual. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to live in the north,” Hadjar smiled a little. “It’s never hot there, and people live far away from each other. We’ll be fine there.” 
 
    Arkemeya relaxed in his arms. 
 
    “I had thought that we’d found our home here, my husband,” she said. 
 
    ‘My husband…’ She always said it in such a dignified manner. She imbued the meaning that every man wanted to hear into the words: reliability, support, trust, pride, and love. 
 
    “We did,” he said. “But sometimes you have to leave your home, my dear. It isn’t a big deal. We’ll manage in a new place just fine. Someday, when we are so old that we will no longer be recognized, we’ll return here. 
 
    Of course, that was an impossible dream. It took a mere mortal three hundred years to reach these lands from the far north. If they even survived the journey, that is. 
 
    “When we get there, we’ll immediately break our energy bodies,” Arkemeya got up and adjusted her dress. “We can’t allow a repeat of today. I don’t want Helmer, Erhard, or anyone else to come to our house and call you to war.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hadjar smiled. “We will do just that.” 
 
    “I’ll pack some stuff,” she turned around and headed toward the storage room. 
 
    “Me too,” Hadjar went out into the hall. 
 
    He put on his shoes and, opening the door, summoned his Blue Blade. It instantly appeared in his hand. His loyal friend and comrade. Together, they walked to the workshop, which was just a small log house in which he kept his carpentry machine, a work table, a rack of tools, and some other utensils. Instead of a chair, he used a wide stump. He put the sword down on the table. The blade was carefully laid down between sawdust, splinters, and other wooden debris. 
 
    “Thank you, my old friend.” Hadjar ran his fingers over the pattern of the Quetzal bird rushing toward the clouds. “You’ve saved me yet again.” 
 
    Hadjar raised a hammer. In fact, he didn’t need any tools to destroy the blade. How could a Divine level artifact ever be broken by a simple wooden hammer? And yet, it was easier for him to do it that way. It was easier to leave behind everything that had once made him who he really was and to do so by symbolically breaking it with the hammer he used in his new trade. 
 
    “Fare-” 
 
    “General!” 
 
    This time, Hadjar didn’t even hesitate. The sword was in his hand faster than he thought about it appearing there. Laying out a path of Wind in front of himself, he instantly moved to the border of the valley. 
 
    “Who are you?” He shouted, summoning all his might. 
 
    A blue cloak appeared on his shoulders. His body was then covered by blue robes with snow-white clouds floating across them, through which the stars peeked. The True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword opened its arms wide. The True Name of the Wind was wandering somewhere very close by. His will and energy intertwined into a terrible whirlwind of power that was ready to come down on the one who was standing in the shadows. 
 
    “Show yourself,” Hadjar ordered firmly. 
 
    “General...” The figure whispered. 
 
    It came out into the light of the full moon on this clear, cloudless night. It was a tall warrior. Almost as tall as Hadjar. He was clad in black armor, with a scarlet, bloody cloak fluttering behind him. A massive helmet with a cross-shaped, dark slit covered his face. His gauntleted right hand gripped the hilt of a broad, heavy sword. The left one, which was also covered with a gauntlet, held a shield with two sharp spikes that could easily disembowel a careless opponent. 
 
    “Who are you?” Hadjar repeated. It felt like he had already met this warrior. Somewhere… A very long time ago… 
 
    “Have you forgotten who you are, General?” The man’s voice sounded like an autumn wind rustling the fallen leaves of a maple tree. “You’ve lost yourself…” 
 
    “Forgotten who I am? Lost myself?” Hadjar chuckled. “I’ve actually found myself for the first time ever. You can go back to Helmer, Erhard, Tetius, Shakur, Paris or whoever sent you and tell them that Hadjar Darkhan has resigned. There is nothing left of the Mad General. My last campaign ended-” 
 
    “You are deceiving yourself, General.” The warrior interrupted him. “You’re a man, General. A woman is born with the knowledge that she’ll give birth to a new life someday. She can either choose to go her own way, or to give birth to that new life and take care of it. Even so, she has that certainty... A man doesn’t know his path from birth. He chooses it. And after making a choice once, he can no longer turn away from it.” 
 
    “That means Erhard sent you... I’ve already told him and I’ll repeat it to you, so that you can repeat to him again. I didn’t make my choice. It was made for me, which means-” 
 
    “A woman lives to give life,” the warrior continued. “A man lives to give his life for another life. How can a man be happy when he doesn’t know what he will die for tomorrow? How can he look at the Heavens and the Earth with pride in his eyes when his death is as impersonal as his life?” 
 
    “What are you-” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten who you are, General... You’ve lost yourself... You’ve lost your way and your death. You’re grabbing for life... someone else’s life. You already made your choice, General, and you knew that this choice would lead to only one outcome. You knew you wouldn’t be able to have them.” The warrior pointed behind Hadjar. 
 
    He turned around. Arkemeya and the little girl were standing on the porch. Their daughter… They called to him… 
 
    “Go away, stranger,” Hadjar lowered his sword. “I don’t care about you, your commanders, or your war.” 
 
    “I’ll leave, General,” the warrior whispered, “But first, tell me the name of that little toy in your daughter’s hand.” 
 
    “Its name is...” Hadjar was about to answer, but suddenly realized that... “Its name is... Its name is…” 
 
    “Tell me, General, what is your daughter’s name?” 
 
    He knew that, of course. He couldn’t possibly forget the name of that light in the depths of the abyss that was always trying to devour him. 
 
    “Her name is…” 
 
    Hadjar looked into clear, blue eyes with green sparks in them. They were calling him. They were calling him somewhere, to a place where everything would be good. Where he would finally find peace. They were calling him further and further into the abyss. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1366 
 
      
 
    “You made your choice a long time ago, General. You are following a path full of deprivation and suffering. On it, there are bones instead of the Earth, and there is blood instead of the Heavens. Open your eyes, General, and look at yourself.” 
 
    Hadjar lowered his gaze. His heavenly robes turned into heavy, black armor covered in the blood and entrails of defeated foes. In his hands, he clutched the Black Blade, which thirsted for others’ souls. It was a hungry beast that was ready to tear apart anyone who got in their way. 
 
    “I didn’t-” 
 
    “Wake up, General... Before it’s too late... Open your eyes…” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to their house, built by him on the edge of this small, distant village, in the middle of a picturesque valley, next to a stream and a spring. His wife and daughter were waving invitingly at him. He wanted to go to them. He wanted to hug them tightly. He wanted to come home. But… It was just a mirage. Maybe he had known that from the very beginning. Maybe he’d only realized it now. But wherever he went, whatever he did, he would know that this was just a mirage. On the path that he’d chosen, there was no room for his house, nor the valley, nor his wife and daughter. Because wherever he went, he wouldn’t be able to stand still while the strong harmed the weak, while someone carrying the fire of war came to a place where peace and tranquility reigned, while there were still those who looked at him like Zvetik had. He looked at the Black Blade. The blue spot on it became slightly larger. 
 
    “Wake up, Hadjar!” 
 
    He shuddered. He met the eyes of the little girl whose name he didn’t know, as they hadn’t yet chosen a name for their child if they ended up having a baby girl. Maybe it was just his imagination, but the girl’s lips seemed to whisper: 
 
    “Go, Daddy.” 
 
    After the world was already covered in a blurry veil and started rippling like the surface of water, she added: 
 
    “We’re waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes. He was falling into the starlit darkness. He was plunging headfirst into the bottomless abyss that he’d been running from for so long. The one that had been devouring him from the moment he’d realized that no one would come to save him. Not from his dark room in the orphanage. Nor the hospital bed. Nor the dungeon. The slave collar. His brother’s death. His friends’ deaths. His broken heart. His damned soul. No one would come and take this abyss away. No one would light a fire in it to warm his empty heart. No one would ever come and help him. 
 
    They wouldn’t do so because each person was fighting against their own emptiness. They chose what to fill it with. Only they themselves could light the fire that would lead them through all the hardships and trials. He was his own guiding star. 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes and exhaled. He was no longer afraid of this abyss. He accepted it inside of him. He accepted himself inside of it. When he looked into it again, he saw only his own reflection, bright as the flame of an evening star. This flame became his path. He held on to it with all his might. As he rose with it, he saw a huge world. The world of darkness and the world of light. The path that ran through it could lead him anywhere he wished. Hadjar exhaled and took a step. 
 
    Suddenly, he found himself on a stone platform. Gevestus was standing next to him, and farther away, with their backs to them and facing the star portal, were the Keeper and her star lion. 
 
    “You did it, Hadjar,” Gevestus sounded genuinely happy for him. “You were able to comprehend the ‘Path Through the Stars.’ Unlike the ‘Path Through the Clouds,’ it-” 
 
    “You can discuss your worldly matters later,” the Keeper said. She waved her hand and the star portal instantly disappeared. “Now go.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gevestus bowed. He turned in the opposite direction. Hadjar saw a star path growing in front of Gevestus. “Come on, Hadjar. We still have a lot to do and I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Hadjar still couldn’t collect himself, so he answered almost automatically. When he was already standing on the path alongside the halfbreed, he came to his senses and called out to the disappearing Keeper. “What did I see back there? What was that? My future, or just an illusion?” 
 
    Only silence answered him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Keeper ran her fingers through the star lion’s fur. It purred like a kitten, not a mythical starlight creature. 
 
    “It’ll soon be our turn to go over the edge, my old friend,” she whispered. “Do you think they’ll sing songs and tell stories about us?” 
 
    The lion opened his mouth and roared, announcing to all the stars of all the constellations that he wasn’t ready to leave without a fight. 
 
    “And who was that warrior in the dream that we gave to the Last General, my friend?” The Keeper wondered. “I haven’t seen his light amongst the stars of the living or the dead…” 
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    When Hadjar opened his eyes again, he expected to see the Ruby Palace, the Emperor, Princess Tened, and all the others, not the same cave as before and Gevestus sitting opposite him. Hadn’t he just mastered the ‘Path Through the Stars’ meditation Technique? Wasn’t this supposed to end his trial and bring him back to reality? So why was he still… 
 
    “I can see your confusion, Hadjar,” Gevestus ran his hand over his face, as if he wanted to wash away everything that had just happened. “You saw the Path of the Star in front of you. This is the first step on the journey to master the ‘Path Through the Stars’ meditation Technique, but, alas, without the scroll and the knowledge stored in it, you won’t be able to fully master it. Such knowledge can’t be transferred from one cultivator to another, either. Maybe if we were Immortals, but there are supposedly so few of them that I don’t really believe they exist at all. None of those whom I have met, including my brother the Emperor, have ever encountered an Immortal before.” 
 
    Because Immortals can’t interfere in the affairs of cultivators and mortals, Hadjar thought, but didn’t say it out loud. He was so far in the past that the Land of the Immortals could easily pass for a village, and there truly were only a few of them. 
 
    “Why did we do all of that, then?” 
 
    “If you hadn’t mastered the Path of the Star, we wouldn’t have been able to get to the coven fast enough to remain unnoticed,” Gevestus explained. “Whatever you might think about it, and while the ‘Path Through the Stars’ is one of the most powerful meditation Techniques in existence, it isn’t all-powerful. To use it in battle, you’ll have to condense your Therna by three, or even four folds from what you have now. Even the Emperor isn’t able to fight in the Star Heat for more than three heartbeats. My limit is one heartbeat.” 
 
    A single heartbeat — a period of time that would seem ridiculous not only to a mortal, but also to some cultivators. But, at the levels of cultivation above the Spirit Knight level, the outcome of a duel, or even someone’s fate, could be decided within that time. By the standards of most Techniques, however, this was still a negligibly short period. 
 
    “What is the Star Heat?” 
 
    Gevestus remained silent for a while. It was obvious that he was trying to find the right words, but he eventually failed. 
 
    “If you ever get your hands on a scroll for the ‘Path Through the Stars,’ you’ll find that out for yourself. Right now, we need to focus on something else,” Gevestus held out his palm. “Now that you can walk through the stars, even if you need someone else’s help, we need to find the ifrit coven.” 
 
    “You seem to already know how to do that.” 
 
    “I have an approximate idea,” the halfbreed replied evasively. “You see, I don’t know any Senior Words or Full Names. So, I don’t really know how it will turn out, but I once had a good example right before my eyes.” 
 
    “Ash,” Hadjar guessed. 
 
    Gevestus nodded. There was no anger or pain in his eyes, only recognition for the immense power of the Bloody General. 
 
    “Exactly. This was during one of the first battles against the Black General’s troops. We were looking for one of his sabotage detachments. I didn’t understand why Ash described his magic to me. He was able to find them by using just the flash of one warrior’s flint and tinder. Well... maybe he knew that one day I would need this knowledge to pass it on to someone else, or maybe it was the will of fate. Now, stretch out your hand, Hadjar, and trust me as you’ve trusted me so far.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t even have a choice. Only an idiot wouldn’t have realized that he had to face the coven in order to leave this strange and mystical trial. He placed his hand against the dragon’s palm. 
 
    “Close your eyes, Hadjar, so it will be easier for you to find what is hidden,” Gevestus said. Hadjar obeyed. The world was plunged into darkness. “Excellent.” In this darkness, the voice of the one who’d become his Master three times over — in the past, in the present, and in the future — sounded like a guiding echo. “Now summon the Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar did as he was told. He heard the Name of his eternal companion in the sound of falling drops of water, which were flowing down the damp walls of the cave. He heard it in the rustling of breath, in the cloud of steam rising toward the ceiling. He heard it in the pounding of his heart, and even in his own thoughts. The Wind didn’t take long. It joyfully flew up to Hadjar and, like a happy dog, licked his face with its cold tongue, as if asking him: 
 
    “What now? What are we going to do next?” 
 
    Hadjar was about to ask the Wind to become his blood and his breath out of habit, but he was cut off by the voice that came from somewhere in the distant depths. 
 
    “Wait, Hadjar,” Gevestus sensed what his temporary disciple was about to do. “You’ve always asked the Wind to become a part of you, but I want you to try and become a part of the Wind this time.” 
 
    Become a part of the Wind? How could he become a part of something so ephemeral that it almost didn’t exist, balancing on the edge of reality and imagination? And yet… 
 
    Hadjar mentally extended his hand. Could he ask the Wind for this favor? Could they go on a journey together? It would only be a short trip, but possibly fraught with dangers and secrets… 
 
    Surprisingly, Hadjar didn’t see a dog in front of him, but himself. He was standing with a straight back and a smile on his face, as if he’d been waiting for this very moment. 
 
    The cave disappeared. He suddenly felt like he was many-armed and many-faced. He could run at such an impossibly high speed that the concept of space no longer mattered to him. One moment, he was in one place, and less than a second later, he was anywhere else he wanted to be. He saw mountains in front of him that were thousands and thousands of miles away. He could touch the surface of the ocean on the other side of the world. He could rise so high that the sun would become his sky and the world itself would become just a distant star. He could… 
 
    “Remember who you are, Hadjar!” Someone shouted, but his voice sounded quieter than a single raindrop. “Don’t lose yourself in the Wind.” 
 
    Suddenly, he saw before him blue eyes with green sparks inside of them. No, he wasn’t the Wind. He was a human. 
 
    “Show me,” he asked his friend. “Show me what I’m looking for.” 
 
    They ran together until they stopped at the border of a small hill. There were several people who looked like fire standing atop it. Or maybe they were a fire that looked like people. 
 
    I’ve found it! He thought. 
 
    “Spy!” 
 
    One of the lights turned toward him, their eyes met, and then Hadjar found himself lying on the rocks of the cave. He was gasping for breath and was barely managing to swallow the water and pills that were being pushed into his mouth by Gevestus. A bubbling, red burn was healing on his shoulder. It would seem that the fire man had somehow struck him. 
 
    “Well done, Hadjar,” Gevestus said. “Very well done!” 
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    “How many of them are there?” 
 
    They were standing outside the cave. Hadjar finished drawing an exact map of the hill he’d just seen on the stones using some coal. He sometimes glanced at the veil that separated the entrance to the cave from the rest of the world. What kind of monstrous, incomprehensible power did one need to possess to create not only a spatial pocket, but to cut off a part of reality itself from the rest of it? The piece of reality that had been separated from the world hadn’t even disappeared into disembodied nothingness after all these years. 
 
    “Twelve, maybe more,” Hadjar replied. “I almost didn’t comprehend what I’d seen.” 
 
    “No wonder,” Gevestus nodded. He scratched his stubble and looked at the map. “That was the first time you tried becoming one with your element. It’s amazing that you didn’t lose yourself inside the Wind at all.” 
 
    “I almost forgot who I was,” Hadjar answered and shuddered. The words seemed familiar to him, as if he had already heard them somewhere before. Maybe in a dream? “Gevestus,” he asked suddenly, “Do you remember what the Keeper showed you when you were looking for your own Path?” 
 
    “No one remembers that,” the halfbreed waved his question away. “Don’t think about it, Hadjar. She is one of the Ancients, and they like to play with souls and minds. Sometimes, even the Immortals and the gods themselves succumb to their charms. Don’t bother trying, you won’t remember it anyway.” 
 
    He was probably right. The only thing Hadjar remembered from his trip to the Keeper was the warmth and peace that he’d felt there, as if he had briefly returned home. Maybe she’d shown him his home. 
 
    “Considering the fact that one of them was able to injure you while you were inside the Wind, or rather, your mind was, that says a lot about his power. That specific creature is most likely no weaker than me. I’ll understand if you don’t want to go with me, Hadjar. This map is more than enough for me to find my way there on my own.” 
 
    The temptation was great. Hadjar, accustomed to the World River and his reality, simply didn’t understand the principles by which they’d fought in the past. What was Therna? Why were the True Words divided into Junior, Senior, and Full ones? How could that ifrit injure his body if he hadn’t even left the cave? Gevestus had said that if it hadn’t been for the god’s spell that separated their shelter from the rest of the world, Hadjar would’ve gone to his forefathers after being hit by such an attack. 
 
    “Furthermore,” the warrior continued, “They’ll be waiting for us. I don’t know if you’ve fought against ifrits before, but they aren’t the easiest opponents to deal with, as you’ve already seen.” 
 
    Gevestus looked at the burn on Hadjar’s shoulder that hadn’t yet completely healed. There was another scar on his body now. Fortunately, there were plenty of them there anyway. One more didn’t make a difference. 
 
    “We’ve started this together, Gevestus, and we’ll finish it together,” Hadjar said firmly. 
 
    “Considering the fact that there are more than a dozen of them there, I don’t have enough power to fight against them and keep an eye on you as well. If we go there together, each of us will have to look out for himself.” 
 
    Hadjar replied with silence. If this was to be his trial, he would pass it properly or not at all. 
 
    “Well,” Gevestus went up to Hadjar and put a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever the outcome of this battle, I’m proud that my path crossed with yours, young warrior. If it is Miristal’s will, one day, they will cross again.” 
 
    “Maybe, Gevestus... maybe…” 
 
    The halfbreed nodded and his eyes flashed with the white light of the distant stars. A pillar of starlight struck them, and a moment later, Hadjar had to parry an attack. There was a living fire in front of him. The burning man’s feet were in the center of the waves of flame that were spreading out like the petals of a flower made of fire. He radiated an aura similar to the condensed heat of a blacksmith’s forge. His skin was red to the point that it looked like molten metal. The only clothing the ifrit wore was a piece of frozen lava that covered his groin and went down to his knees. Instead of hair, orange flames shot up into the sky, and a golden glow burned in his eye sockets. 
 
    The ifrit took a step back and then swung. In his hand, a curved, short saber formed from pure fire. Leaving behind flaming afterimages in the air, it almost grazed Hadjar’s neck, but he managed to jump aside and, using only instincts developed over thousands of similar battles, instantly swung his sword back to retaliate. 
 
    The Black Blade, which was capable of devouring the Spirit of everyone it touched, suddenly didn’t encounter the slightest bit of resistance. It just went right through the ifrit’s chest. The Fae Fire Spirit, a member of the Fae Summer Court, only grinned and took a step forward, swinging his saber again. 
 
    In battle, he rarely thought, acting only on instincts that his body and subconscious mind had developed over years of training and decades of fighting. Preempting his foe, Hadjar dove to the side and, after getting behind his enemy, rammed his shoulder between the ifrit’s own shoulder blades. He immediately jumped back, clenching his teeth in terrible pain. The armor on his shoulder melted away and the liquid metal touched his flesh, instantly burning it to the bone. He popped a few pills into his mouth and grimaced even more. Damn it all. 
 
    The feeling of his own flesh and bones growing anew, pushing out the red-hot metal, was no more pleasant than the initial wounding had been. 
 
    “Stupid sack of flesh!” The ifrit laughed. 
 
    He swung his saber and a fan of fireballs was launched toward Hadjar, each of which, while still in the air, stretched out into a long, sharp dagger. There was simply no time to think, so using his mysteries and will, Hadjar created a defensive barrier around himself with a wave of his Black Blade. Vaguely resembling a dragon’s wing, it covered him with an impenetrable cocoon. The defense was able to repel several fiery daggers, and most of them got bogged down in it. A few passed through and spread across his armor. With another wave, Hadjar dispelled his defenses, and, calling upon the Wind, once again moved behind the ifrit. If this creature wasn’t one of flesh, then maybe… 
 
    “Your attempts to harm me are futile, monkey!” The Spirit laughed. 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword. Only this time he put not just his physical strength into the blow, but the mysteries of his True Kingdom and his will as well. A black crescent of energy slashed through the space between them and cut into the Ifrit’s shoulder. Hadjar didn’t stop to see what his attack had done, and instead continued to run along the wind path. 
 
    Dissolving into morning fog, he smoothly, but also incredibly quickly, flowed into another position. Now that he was face to face with the surprised ifrit, he launched several rapid and flowing sword strikes at him. It was almost artistic, and yet the brutality of it was enough to obliterate the Spirit. 
 
    “How is this possible…” 
 
    It disintegrated in a flash of fire, and Hadjar, breathing heavily, leaned on the Black Blade, which was now embedded in the ground. Hands trembling as he spat out blood, he looked at the battle in front of him. What he saw was beyond his comprehension. 
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    Gevestus was fighting eleven ifrits at once by himself. All of them were almost identical to the enemy Hadjar had just defeated. Occasionally, in the endless flashes of flame, one could distinguish their various beautiful faces. 
 
    They sent streams of fire at Gevestus, but he waved them away with his saber as if they were just annoying flies. His weapon was enveloped in some kind of shimmering energy that Hadjar almost couldn’t sense at all. It was a completely different kind of energy than the one that was drawn from the World River in the modern world. 
 
    One of the ifrits got behind Gevestus and launched a powerful slash, but only cut through air with his fiery sword. The half-blood dragon turned into a blur. It was difficult to understand whether he was flying above the grass on the hill or running over it, but he made an unthinkable turn with his body and moved behind the ifrit in the shortest arc possible. His saber was faster than anything Hadjar had ever seen. Despite its incredible power, his attack didn’t create the slightest echo. Surprisingly, there weren’t any mysteries of a True Kingdom in it. Only his will and something else that was enough to allow the attack to pass through the barrier of flame that the ifrit had tried to use as a shield. 
 
    The Spirit disintegrated in a flash and Gevestus continued his attack. Even while fighting against a dozen opponents, the dragon didn’t try to defend himself. Instead, he attacked them relentlessly, and it looked like he was in several places at the same time. His speed was truly amazing. 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t discern between an afterimage, which dissipated after launching an attack that was blocked by one of the Spirits, and the real Gevestus, who was showing off a level of swordsmanship that was beyond his wildest dreams. 
 
    Gevestus’ strange energy was beyond a True Kingdom, and his pure physical strength was unthinkable. Where Hadjar could perhaps strike three blows, Gevestus brought down a hail of over a dozen on an enemy. What was even more terrifying was the fact that they weren’t isolated attacks. It wasn’t him swinging his saber wildly in the hope of hitting his enemy. No, each sword strike was a continuation of the previous one and smoothly flowed into a new attack every time. 
 
    Gevestus let loose a wide, backhanded swing, trying to cut through the chest of an ifrit who was flying away. At the same time, he deflected a blade with his saber and, spinning on his heel, repelled a fireball that had been thrown at his side with the flat of it. Stopping his rotation with shocking suddenness, he instantly lunged forward like a wild predator, piercing another ifrit’s neck. He managed to turn that lunge into a downward swing with a graceful turn, cutting off an ifrit’s leg. The Spirits flashed like sparks scattered by a blacksmith’s hammer striking heated steel. 
 
    Gevestus was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. His saber performed its grisly work tirelessly, whether it was defending him or finding the weak spots of his foes. He didn’t make a single superfluous motion. He seemed to be controlling everything perfectly, putting in exactly as much power as was required and not an ounce more. His breathing, movements, even the neural impulses in his nervous system were perfectly balanced, weighed, and used at the most opportune moment. And what was far more striking — Gevestus didn’t use the energy of the outside world. All of these magnificent skills, which neither Hadjar nor Orune could’ve ever hoped to imitate, the halfbreed utilized through only his own, personal power. 
 
    “I expected more from you,” he said suddenly and moved to the side. “It’s time to finish this warmup, Fae.” 
 
    He assumed a low stance and lowered his saber so that its hilt touched his stomach and the blade was parallel to the ground. Lunging forward with his whole body and weapon, he roared: 
 
    “Star Hail!” 
 
    What happened next made Hadjar doubt his own sanity. If it had been a Technique based on the energy of the World River, he wouldn’t have been too surprised, but no. There wasn’t the slightest bit of energy in it, almost like it didn’t exist at all! And yet, Gevestus’ saber flashed, and hundreds of star crescents swept across the hill. Even considering the fact that the Technique wasn’t aimed at Hadjar, he still felt Death hold its blade to his throat as he watched this unfold. 
 
    The Technique’s power was mind-boggling. Neither Hadjar nor Tash’Magan, using all their artifacts and power, including the energy of the World River in the present, would be able to stop this Technique or protect themselves from it. It was a level of power that probably surpassed the initial stage of the Heaven Emperor level, but according to the modern estimates, Gevestus wasn’t even a Spirit Knight yet. 
 
    The ifrits held their outstretched palms out in front of them. Fire shields flashed into being all around them. The crescents of star energy disappeared into them, generating massive explosions that burned the very air and turned the earth into boiling lava. With each passing moment, more ifrits fell, until only five remained standing against Gevestus. 
 
    “Brothers!” The brightest of them, the one who’d wounded Hadjar, said. “Our time has come! May the Eternal Danu receive us!” 
 
    “For the glory of Danu!” 
 
    The ifrits joined hands. Hadjar sensed that something was wrong, but it was already too late. A bright flash enveloped all five of them. The blast wave slammed into the two warriors. Gevestus and Hadjar collapsed as if they’d been knocked down by a giant, rolling down the hill soon after. The boulders scattered around the hill instantly turned to dust. Above the hill, a creature that faintly resembled the ifrits against whom they had been fighting a moment earlier was rising up. 
 
    It was a creature of yellow flame, clad in armor made of black, burning bones. It had neither a face nor a humanoid form, only the general outlines of limbs. It was burning with the brightest flame, faceless and furious. 
 
    “AAAARRRRGH!” It roared and swung its fist, bringing it down on the ground in front of it. 
 
    A huge fireball shot straight at Gevestus. The dragon, spitting out blood as he did so, got to his feet and held out his saber in front of him. The weapon, which had flared up with the same, strange energy from before, shone with a silver light and split the fireball in half. The two halves continued on, flying far behind the dragon, where they exploded into huge pillars of wild flame that reached up toward the sky. This attack could’ve sent a dozen Nameless of the current era to their forefathers. 
 
    “Gevestus!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    The dragon was breathing heavily and his hands were trembling slightly. It was obvious that the battle hadn’t been easy for him, and defending against this most recent attack had exhausted more power than Gevestus could afford to lose. 
 
    “We’ll die together!” The fiery monster rumbled in an inhuman voice. It opened its mouth and exhaled a horizontal tornado of fire at them, the heat of which would be enough to melt Hadjar’s armor completely. 
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 Chapter 1370 
 
      
 
    Gevestus roared. His saber’s glow became so bright that it was impossible to look at it directly. A stream of scorching flames hit him and dragged the warrior across the ground. He planted his feet with such force that they plowed deep furrows into the ground, and his saber held the blaze back. However, it didn’t seem like the fire was ever going to run out. With every passing second, the flame, which was connected to the creature through threads of fire, flared up brighter and brighter. 
 
    Magical symbols started appearing in the huge bonfire around which the ifrits had been standing. This meant that Hadjar and Gevestus hadn’t interrupted the ritual, and soon the Dragon Emperor’s troops would be massacred. 
 
    “What... what should I do?” Hadjar asked uncertainly, staring straight ahead. 
 
    Even the mighty warrior that neither he nor any other swordsman he had met before could compare to was struggling. The terrible monster whose power exceeded the might of any of the creatures that had fallen to Hadjar’s sword seemed to be unstoppable. 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    Suddenly, he glimpsed a shadow that reminded him of some warrior in black armor, who wore a red cloak and wielded a shield with two sharp spikes. 
 
    “General!” He heard a distant call. 
 
    Gevestus needed his help. And so, he would help him. 
 
    “Hey!” Hadjar shouted. “Did you forget about me?” 
 
    Now he knew why this strange battle had called to him. Maybe because Gevestus had asked for his aid... or maybe Hadjar had just imagined it all. 
 
    Hadjar called upon the Name of the Wind. Allowing it to become a part of him, he didn’t swing his sword or take a step forward, but stretched out his hand and, concentrating, allowed himself to feel the Wind. He could feel that it was everywhere. Always. Even now, his old friend was circling around the combatants. The needed words appeared on Hadjar’s lips by themselves. But he could only hear one of them: 
 
    “... form…” 
 
    He clenched his fist and a massive tornado rose up around the huge ifrit. The tornado then turned into a sword that plunged right into the monster’s chest. What happens if a hurricane collides with a huge pillar of fire, but is unable to blow it out? An explosion so powerful that even the Dragon Emperor could see it shook the ground. 
 
    “Brother...” He whispered, low enough that no one could hear him. 
 
    When Gevestus finally woke up, he groaned in pain. His right hand had been reduced to a barely moving slab of burnt flesh. With great difficulty, he somehow got to his feet. The hill on which the ifrit coven had been performing their ritual was gone. Instead, there was only a lake of gradually solidifying lava. There was no monster and no… 
 
    “Hadjar!” Gevestus shouted. “Answer me! Hadjar!” 
 
    Only silence greeted him. Gevestus closed his eyes and turned his gaze to the stars. 
 
    “So... I’m going to be your Master’s Master, my friend?” He asked quietly. “That means I’ll get to repay you for saving my life...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A smoking, unconscious warrior clad in strange armor landed right on the stone floor of the hall. Sin’Magan, who immediately placed the tip of his blade to Hadjar’s throat, winced slightly. 
 
    “He smells like overcooked pork chops,” Sin said with disgust. 
 
    “Kill him, brother, and be done with it,” Aesir spat out. 
 
    Sin nodded and was about to swing his blade just as a scream rang out: 
 
    “No!” 
 
    An old dragon broke free from the tight grip of the guards leading him. It would be difficult to associate the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion, Chin’Ameh, with this emaciated wretch who was covered in wounds and scabs, had disheveled, dirty hair, broken horns, broken fingers with torn claws, and was limping. 
 
    Falling to his broken knees, but somehow holding back a cry of pain, the man who’d once been one of the most powerful dragons of the Ruby Palace was unable to overcome the pressure of the magical chains that bound his body. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Sin.” 
 
    Sin turned to the throne, but the Emperor sitting on it didn’t express any emotions. 
 
    “What do you want, traitor?” 
 
    There was so much hatred and disgust in Sin’s voice that it would’ve been enough to bury several generations of mortals in mud. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Sin,” Chin’Ameh repeated. Every word was difficult for him, and every movement caused him unbearable pain. The Emperor’s interrogators were masters of their craft. “Stop now if you don’t want your family to be remembered as oathbreakers and kingslayers!” 
 
    “What are you talking about, you old schemer?” Aesir snapped. 
 
    “My Emperor,” Chin’Ameh turned to the throne and lowered his forehead to the floor, “The trial of the ‘Path Through the Stars’ removes all veils and all mirages from the one who passes it. Look at Hadjar’s coat of arms and then make a decision.” 
 
    There was only silence in the hall. The motionless body was still smoking, and the Emperor was equally still. 
 
    “Why should I do this?” He finally asked. 
 
    “For the sake of our former friendship, my Emperor,” Chin’Ameh seemed to press his forehead even harder into the floor. “And because your honor demands it.” 
 
    Once again, there was only silence, then the Emperor got up, and in one elusive movement, which caused everyone present to shudder when they saw it, crossed the distance separating the throne from the smoking body. He did so without putting in any effort, without a single gesture. The melted armor was scattered all over the floor, leaving Hadjar lying naked on the stones. The black tattoo of his Call, which stood right above his heart, was no longer hidden by anything. The Emperor’s eyes widened. He took a step back. No one had ever seen the ruler of the Ruby Palace and the entire White Dragon region react to anything like that before. 
 
    “Father-” 
 
    “Shut up!” The Emperor waved his hand imperiously and turned to Chin’Ameh. “How do I know this isn’t just another trick of yours, traitor?” 
 
    “Because you already know the truth, my Emperor. It isn’t a trick.” 
 
    The ruler looked at the body again. 
 
    “How is this possible...?” He whispered. “How is it possible...? Did Traves somehow... No, that’s impossible. But how…” 
 
    Nevertheless, no matter how he looked at it, the immutable truth was revealed to the Emperor. Upon Hadjar’s chest, the coat of arms of the Dark Storm tribe, the symbol of the First Dragon Emperor, the Thundercloud, burned like a black abyss. That meant… 
 
    “You, Sin’Magan,” Chin’Ameh straightened up, “Almost killed the rightful claimant to the Ruby Throne, a descendant of the Great Hero Traves from the Dark Storm tribe. Behold Hadjar Darkhan, the last of the Dark Storm tribe! Equal by right of blood to the Emperor himself.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “The old goat is trying to fool us!” 
 
    “Father-” 
 
    Another wave of the ruler’s hand silenced everyone. 
 
    “What is your goal here, you old snake?” He asked dully as he stared at nothing in particular, but it was clear that the Emperor was addressing Chin’Ameh directly. 
 
    “According to the laws left behind by our Great Ancestors, there can be only one outcome in such a situation. At sunset on the seventh day, you, my Emperor, will have a duel of honor with Hadjar Darkhan, and whoever prevails will be the rightful ruler of the dragons and the White Dragon region.” 
 
    The Emperor sighed, closed his eyes, and then turned around and headed toward the exit. 
 
    “So be it,” he said and waved his hand. 
 
    The chains fell off Chin’Ameh’s body. The wizard reached out to Hadjar, touched him, and said something. Before everyone else could even process what had just happened, both of them had already disappeared. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1371 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was well acquainted with pain. It sometimes felt like he knew it better than he knew himself. So, when he woke up from a rather strong, dreamless sleep, he expected to find that his whole body hurt, even made up parts that couldn’t actually hurt. Apparently, fate had, for once, decided to take pity on him and had given him sweet bliss instead of pain. 
 
    A long time ago, Hadjar had woken up on soft feather beds, and not in a stone cell. Then again, being a cultivator and spending all his free time immersed in deep meditations, he rarely slept anymore and hadn’t for a while now. The stronger the cultivator, the stronger their psyche and mind, but even such people, albeit extremely rarely, needed the emotional discharge provided by proper sleep. 
 
    Hadjar touched his right shoulder. His fingers found only a thin network of scars. This was much better than the charred flesh covered with something resembling boiled chicken skin he’d been expecting to find there. 
 
    “The Magic Dawn Pavilion is famous for its alchemy.” 
 
    “Chin’Ameh?” 
 
    Hadjar sat up in the bed and leaned against the headboard. Soft pillows, a feather bed, a warm blanket… Maybe he had died and gotten into the house of his forefathers? But the fact that he was currently in spacious stone chambers that looked like the shop of some wizard or alchemist convinced him that he hadn’t died yet. Chin’Ameh being there, dressed in dark blue robes and leaning on a carved wooden staff, also clearly hinted at the fact that Hadjar was still alive. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re alright.” 
 
    “I’m alright…” Chin’Ameh repeated wryly. “Well, perhaps you could say that, Your Highness.” 
 
    Hadjar frowned. His mind was working faster and faster, throwing off the shackles of bliss and sweet dreams. He soon noticed several thin scars on the wizard’s face. Expensive prosthetics had replaced his actual horns. Deep, black bags hung under his eyes, which the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion was trying to hide under a layer of makeup. This was all far more eloquent than any words could ever be. 
 
    “You were tortured?” Hadjar asked heavily. 
 
    He knew all too well what experienced interrogators were capable of. It didn’t matter what race they belonged to. There were always professionals eager to cause pain. The dragon’s silence was answer enough. 
 
    “How much did they learn?” 
 
    “Hadjar,” Chin’Ameh, limping and dragging his right leg, reached the bed and, with a groan, sank down on its edge. “I’ve lived in this world long enough to learn how to hide my mind even when my body is suffering.” 
 
    Hadjar had heard something about Techniques that allowed a cultivator to go into such a deep trance that even if they were killed, they wouldn’t say anything because they wouldn’t be aware of what was happening. That was why the best interrogators were very strong cultivators who studied mental Techniques. 
 
    “My Spirit is more secure than the Emperor’s treasury,” Chin’Ameh added, as if he’d heard his unasked question. “The interrogators just practiced their skills on me a bit. And I must admit,” the wizard grimaced at a sharp flash of pain, “They don’t get their allowance from the treasury for nothing.” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. He looked out the window. They were clearly on the peak of the mountain where the Pavilion stood. It offered an incredible view of the mountain ranges where the highborn lived, and the valleys where ordinary peasants and farmers lived. His thoughts gradually returned to the trial he had just passed. 
 
    For some reason, fate had sent him to the past for the umpteenth time. However, while he had experienced mere illusions and visions before, this time, he’d really visited one of the turning points in the entire history of the Nameless World. The battle that had almost led to the destruction of this very same world. The last battle the Black and Bloody Generals had participated in. Legends said that it was after this battle that the Wizard Ash had gone on his endless journey. He was the only inhabitant of the mortal world who’d visited every corner of the Nameless World. That was a feat only celestials were thought to be capable of, as even an Immortal couldn’t overcome the hardships of such an undertaking. Before, Hadjar hadn’t understood his reasons for going on a journey as long as the lives of several Immortals, but now… Ash, who’d commanded the armies of mortals and immortals,  the one who had been able to bind the first Darkhan and give the Jasper Emperor enough time to split the soul of the Enemy, simply couldn’t help but pursue a certain goal. He was looking for something… Something so valuable that it made Ash forsake everything else and devote his entire life to it. 
 
    “What are you thinking about, Your Highness?” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. It had been decades since someone had called him that. Hadjar turned away from the window and met Chin’Ameh’s gaze. Whatever the dragon had survived, the look in his inhuman eyes had remained just as clear and piercing as before, as if he had calculated everything in advance and had always known exactly how things would turn out. 
 
    “Why do you keep using that title?” 
 
    The wizard smiled, showing his not yet fully sprouted fangs. The medicines and healers of the Nameless World worked real miracles, but these miracles sometimes took time. Instead of answering him, Chin’Ameh pointed to Hadjar’s chest, to the area where the tattoo of his Call loomed, displaying the coat of arms of the Dark Storm tribe. Who could’ve known back then, in the Sea of Sand, that him training with Einen would one day lead to Hadjar being part of a coup aiming for the mightiest throne in their entire region? 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “The healing sleep into which my colleagues plunged you lasted for three days,” Chin’Ameh, restraining a howl of anguish as he clutched his staff with both hands, stood up. “Which means that, in four days, you’ll have to go to the Ancestor Rock to fight against the Emperor.” 
 
    Hadjar leaned back on the pillows and looked out the window again. 
 
    “Will you show me the place where Traves once lived?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh seemed shocked, “Aren’t you surprised?” He asked. 
 
    Hadjar just shrugged his shoulders. Maybe he was too tired. Or maybe he could hear an invisible pen dancing across the pages of the Book of Fate somewhere near his ear. Whoever held that pen would one day pay for it with their life… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1372 
 
      
 
    Hadjar wiped the sweat from his forehead and, after drinking from a flask, cut into the soil with a hoe. How many eras had passed since Traves had been sent to prison and the lands of the Dark Storm tribe had fallen into desolation? Enough for the starry sky to change over the mortals’ heads. Some stars had gone out, and others had lit up. If Einen had been here, he would’ve noted that they were merely the long-vanished ghosts of the endless cemetery of dead light. The light of a dead star would illuminate the world for many, many epochs, until it completely ran out. So, Miristal had gone out even before the famous events in which Hadjar had had to participate. 
 
    Another swing of the hoe dug up some more soil. Outwardly, the valley where the lowborn dragons lived was almost no different from a typical human one. However, the soil was so hard here that even Hadjar, who was equal in pure strength to a mid-stage Nameless, couldn’t dig a furrow long enough to bring it to an irrigation stream after spending a whole morning doing so. 
 
    It wasn’t all that surprising. The field had long ago been overgrown with weeds, wild grasses, and simple trees: maples with seven-petal flowers, the leaves of which were so valuable that one could trade them for a good warhorse in Dahanatan; Oaks of Old Age, which were strange trees that grew to their full height overnight, and then began to grow younger, not older. Their sap was used to make a potion that was in high demand amongst young cultivators. With its help, it was possible to increase one’s concentration when learning new Techniques. It also cost a pretty decent amount of money. 
 
    “It’s funny, isn’t it?” Hadjar seemed like he was talking to someone, but there was no one else there, except for the rustling grasses and treetops, as well as a nearby stream full of Ice-water. It was a strange substance that, once it was placed in any container, turned into ice. It was highly valued by all those cultivators who practiced ice-related Techniques. “What had once seemed legendary in Lidus became commonplace in the Sea of Sand. What was thought of as impossible in the Sea of Sand was quite ordinary in Dahanatan, and…” 
 
    Hadjar sensed his approach, but didn’t turn around. He didn’t believe in such concepts as honor or dignity. Life had taught him all too well that it was all just a fairy tale for beardless youngsters with bald balls between their legs. But for some, it was those very same shackles and chains that held them tighter than a bridle held a rebellious mustang. 
 
    “It used to be beautiful here,” he said, now standing next to Hadjar. Holding his hands behind his back, he calmly looked at the valley. 
 
    Surrounded by hills, the valley was immersed in an eternal sleep, drenched in the gold of dawn, and colored by the crimson of bleeding clouds pouring from the sky. A hill stood in the center of it. The epochs had done their job and the place where Traves’ house had been burned now looked like a natural landmark. Several trees and bushes had sprouted on it. A wind was blowing. It drove the bloody clouds further toward the horizon. It was really nice here. Spacious and calm. 
 
    “Did you meet him during his lifetime or after his death?” 
 
    Only now did Hadjar turn to the other man. Was it a joke of fate or something else that made it so Emperor Morgan had been so similar to the Dragon Emperor? Or maybe it was due to the fact that Morgan had used magic and rituals associated with the blood of a variety of creatures, including his own children. Anyway, the dragon Emperor resembled him: half of his hair was as white as snow, and the other half was blacker than pitch; his eyebrows were like lightning bolts and his eyes were redder than hot coals. Above the bridge of his nose, there was a red tattoo that represented his coat of arms. This, not a crown, was the true symbol of his power. 
 
    The Emperor was wearing simple clothes. The rolled up sleeves revealed incredibly muscular arms. He could’ve easily grabbed the trunk of a young tree and reduced it to splinters with his hands alone. With his whole appearance, the Emperor exuded power and serenity. Perhaps this was how a leader should be in a world where power ruled everything. 
 
    “Why do you ask, Your Highness?” Hadjar inquired curiously. 
 
    He didn’t feel much hatred for this dragon. The Emperor had done what any ruler should’ve done. He’d made the sacrifices that he’d had to make. This didn’t excuse his actions, but it meant that they could talk, at least. 
 
    “When the chains for Traves were forged, I made sure that they wouldn’t deprive him of his access to energy.” 
 
    “What do you-” 
 
    “Traves could’ve either left an Inheritance upon his death that would’ve chosen you as his successor, or he could’ve met you while he was still alive, because his path was limited only by his own will. He wouldn’t have died due to the influence of time, because he could infinitely draw energy from the World River, and dragons, in their true form, have an almost unlimited life span.” 
 
    Hadjar’s thoughts were running rampant. 
 
    “Which means-” 
 
    “That’s right,” the Emperor nodded. “When you were in his prison, he could’ve just as easily used your life energy to throw off his shackles.” 
 
    Those chains… Hadjar remembered them just as well as he did the moment they’d first met. They had been massive, ancient, and inscribed with magical runes. They had limited Traves’ external energy, but not his internal one. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to place his heart inside Hadjar’s chest. This meant that he really could have broken Hadjar’s soul and, even using such a measly grain of external energy that was contained inside his unexpected visitor back then, freed himself… 
 
    “Precisely for this reason,” the ruler continued, “The dungeon was created in such a way that a stream of Ice-water flowed under it at a speed greater than even the fastest of the skyships in all the seven Empires can manage. In other words-” 
 
    “If I’d actually gotten into the cave through that stream-” 
 
    “Even if a karmic, heavenly miracle had happened, Hadjar Darkhan, you would’ve appeared before Traves as little more than some crushed ice, but not a living, breathing human.” 
 
    Hadjar’s heart began to beat faster, and there was a roar in his ears. 
 
    “No matter how you got into that cave, it wasn’t by chance.” The Emperor pulled something out of the inner pocket of his robes, bent down, and carefully put it in the furrow. “For whatever reason, Traves gave up his life for you, and he knew a lot more than you or I know now.” 
 
    With these parting words, the Emperor turned around and started walking slowly toward the hills. 
 
    “Why did you tell me this?” Hadjar called out to him. 
 
    The Emperor froze. He stood motionless for a while, then turned his gaze to the clouds. 
 
    “With each new dawn, the sky bleeds more and more, Hadjar,” he finally said and faded away, as if he’d never existed at all. 
 
    Damn it… Damn it all! Hadjar closed his eyes and breathed deeply. One day, he would get to the bottom of everything. In the meantime, he needed to plant a tree. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1373 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see any reason for the Emperor to lie to you, Hadjar.” Chin’Ameh moved a piece on the board. “Moreover, on the orders of his Imperial Majesty, I personally took part in the imprisonment of Traves. I can’t say that I enjoyed it, but I remember that day well. The dungeon was indeed designed in such a way that it was impossible to get into from the outside.” 
 
    Hadjar was looking at the chessboard in front of him. He had never been good enough at this game to be proud of his skill. But even without his neural network’s help, he was skilled enough to avoid losing in the first twenty moves. 
 
    “Then how could I have-” 
 
    “Your thoughts are focused on the wrong thing, Hadjar.” Chin’Ameh interrupted him, moving his bishop. “I said that the Emperor had no reason to lie to you, but I didn’t say that he wasn’t pursuing another goal by telling you the truth.” 
 
    They were sitting on the very peak of the Magic Dawn Mountain. Because of the dense clouds, the land below couldn’t be seen, and it seemed like they were drifting in the middle of an endless, white sea. It was as if there was nothing else in the whole world except a small peach tree and three stones - two oblong ones, which they used instead of benches, and one that was more square-shaped, where the chessboard had been painted with magic paint. Chin’Ameh had said that people only came here in search of solitude when their meditation was aimed at achieving unity with the energy of the Heavens, the most important element in the life of any dragon. 
 
    “Any ruler is a tactician and strategist above all else. All of their actions should be the beginning of their next action and the end of their previous one. They should have a backup plan, prepare for both victory and defeat, and even try to incorporate both results into their subsequent plans. Even everyday dialogue should be subject to this rule.” 
 
    Hadjar defended himself from the bishop with a pawn, but immediately received a threat on his other flank. 
 
    “The Emperor has only said a few words and your heart is already in turmoil. How are you going to beat him in a fight with such an attitude?” 
 
    Since he’d been preparing for the attack, Hadjar responded instantly with a counterattack aimed at Chin’Ameh’s bishop. The move caused the wizard to let out a respectful murmur and scratch his newly-grown beard. The dragon was recovering very quickly. 
 
    “I’m sure that all this time, honorable Chin’Ameh, you have been trying to find a solution to that exact problem. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have challenged the Emperor through me, since you are aware that, with my death, your situation would become no better than the situation of a dead man.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’ll be better… Not every dead person is remembered as the one who almost beat the dragon Emperor,” Chin’Ameh said philosophically. Now it was his turn to defend on the board. “Have you read the scroll of the ‘Path Through the Stars’ yet?” 
 
    Hadjar replied with an affirmative nod and called upon his neural network: 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Catalog: ‘Meditation Techniques.’ 
 
    Registry: ‘Traves’ Inheritance.’ 
 
    Object: The ‘Path Through the Stars’ Technique. 
 
    Data still not perfect, some refinement of parameters might be necessary. 
 
    Brief summary of the requirements: 
 
    The first stage: from the initial-stage Lord to the initial-stage Nameless cultivation level. 
 
    Required reagents: Materials containing 7.4 (con. units of absolute energy)<X <10.2; (kg / min: ~2->~3,6->~8,4->~10) 
 
    The second stage: from the initial-stage Nameless to the initial-stage Heaven Emperor cultivation level. 
 
    Required reagents: a) Materials containing 28.6 (con, units of absolute energy)<X<44.7 ; (kg / min: ~20->~40,9->~72>~110). b) A body as strong as a Divine level artifact. 
 
    The third stage: from the initial-stage Heaven Emperor to the Divine Warrior of the first stage of Enlightenment cultivation level. 
 
    Required reagents: a) Materials containing 160 (con. units of absolute energy)<X<272.2; (kg / min: ???). b) A body as strong as a Star level artifact. c) A Crystallized Spirit.] 
 
      
 
    The neural network had once again demonstrated its incredible ability to process data because, even with an absolute memory and a speed of mind that surpassed a mere mortal by dozens of times, Hadjar had still spent the whole night reading the scroll. Trying to measure what was written in it in simple books would have taken a thousand volumes of three hundred pages each. Moreover, some knowledge about the circulation of energy, its connection with the Spirit, body, soul and will, and many other aspects, simply couldn’t be written down in words. In the scroll that Hadjar had received, they simply existed, and he’d comprehended them. 
 
    Of course, no mind, even an Immortal’s, had the ability to instantly know and remember all these contents. That was because even an absolute memory couldn’t easily handle information that contained this level of mysticism. So, the neural network had played its part, creating a copy of the scroll in Hadjar’s subconscious. However, even Chin’Ameh shouldn’t be trusted to know about this ability, which contradicted the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. That was why he still advised Hadjar to look at the scroll whenever he could manage it. 
 
    As for meeting the requirements that the neural network had discerned after a few hours of the computing module working at maximum capacity… 
 
    For example, Hadjar’s Black Blade, a Divine level artifact, when evaluated by his neural network, had only 0.3 conventional units of absolute energy. So, it wasn’t even enough for him to start using the meditation Technique, let alone progress from its first stage to the last. 
 
    At least there was a silver lining to all of this. Those blood crystals left to him by another distant ancestor of Hadjar’s — the jailer of the Black General himself — had turned out to be an incredibly valuable reagent. He only had a few dozen kilograms of them in total, but they had 38 units of this strange energy. So, at some future stage of his cultivation, if Hadjar managed to live that long, he’d have all the reagents he needed. It was a nice dream. 
 
    Unfortunately, his neural network had no idea how many materials Hadjar would need to ascend to the Immortal level, which was exactly what this Divine Warrior level was. Of course, the Immortals themselves were also divided by how far they’d gotten within that level. They called them the stages of Enlightenment. There were nine of them in total. 
 
    Moreover, before reaching this level, he would have to pass the trial of the Heavens and the Earth, which consisted of five stages, and each of them involved an incredible, exorbitant level of danger. Hadjar had seen as much firsthand. 
 
    That was why those who had become Immortals amongst the ranks of the Heaven Emperors were as rare as diamonds amongst raindrops. This wasn’t even accounting for the need to have a body as strong as a Divine or Star level artifact and the incomprehensible wording of ‘Crystallized Spirit.’ When Hadjar had asked the neural network to decipher that, it had answered with the usual ‘not enough general data; not enough meta-data,’ which meant that it even lacked data about the data needed for a detailed analysis. Still, this was all related to the process of a cultivator throwing off the shackles of Time itself and ascending above the mortal world. It wasn’t really surprising that the complexity of the process was insanely daunting. 
 
    “I’ve started reading it,” Hadjar finally replied. “The complexity of the scroll is incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    He was letting paranoia dictate his actions... Soon enough, Hadjar, just like Einen, wouldn’t even trust his own shadow. 
 
    “Well, in that case, I have some good news for you, Hadjar.” 
 
    Well, better late than never. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1374 
 
      
 
    “You know, Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar attacked the wizard’s king, “Eloquent pauses in dialogue aren’t something that will help us survive the dawn of the fourth day.” 
 
    “The third day,” Chin’Ameh corrected him, pointing to the sunrise. “You’ve been dealing with the tree for a whole day.” 
 
    He had indeed spent a whole day planting a tree as part of his oath to Traves. Taking into account the seed dropped into the ground by the Emperor, he’d even planted two trees. Why had he done so before and not after the battle? Because he didn’t know whether he would survive it or not. He could’ve claimed that his honor had demanded it, but he hadn’t believed in that bit of lunacy for a long time now. 
 
    “Are we ever going to get to the point?” Hadjar removed his opponent’s bishop from the board and continued his attack. The dragon’s king was getting closer and closer to being checkmated… 
 
    “Of course we are, Hadjar.” Chin’Ameh made only a single move with one of his pawns and Hadjar froze. He looked at the board, shocked. Just a moment before, he had been dominating every aspect of the game. Now, whatever he did, the wizard would break open a hole in his defenses with his next move, and then whatever Hadjar did, he would be checkmated. “I’ve already prepared everything.” 
 
    Hadjar looked into the wizard’s eyes. They seemed sharper to him than the knives and daggers of Abraham Shensie, wherever he was at the moment. Chin’Ameh got up and walked over to the tree. He ran his hand along the trunk, as if listening to something inside. 
 
    “Torture, Hadjar, isn’t the most terrible thing there is. When you are captured by powerful cultivators, they can find any objects that have ever belonged to you by following the traces left behind by your soul.” 
 
    Hadjar had already heard something like this before, but only as rumors and legends. There were no cultivators in the seven Empires so powerful that they could find the traces of a soul — an absolutely ephemeral substance. 
 
    “All my personal belongings, spatial artifacts, and even the books in the Pavilion were thoroughly searched by the Emperor’s best bloodhounds.” Chin’Ameh stretched out his hand and his carved staff appeared in his open palm. “Even this chessboard.” 
 
    The wizard closed his eyes and whispered something. The runes on his staff flashed, and then they came to life, slid off the edge of the staff, and began to dance slowly around the trunk of the peach tree. Chin’Ameh opened his hand and let it go. The staff stood straight without falling or shaking. Then, rising into the air, it turned around and touched the tree trunk, after which it disappeared, turning into just another branch of the tree. 
 
    “But none of those bloodhounds are the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion or the strongest mage in the Dragon Lands,” Chin’Ameh finished with clear pride, but without any arrogance. 
 
    He spread his palm out and said a few more words. The pink flowers in the tree’s crown burst into blue flames. The blaze grew and grew, until, with another flash, it left only a handful of ashes behind on the hill. A wind blew past. It took the black sparks with it. Chin’Ameh bent down and picked up a small amber box. One glance at the complex system of runes and hieroglyphs covering the surface of the item was enough to determine that it was a spatial artifact of incredible power. 
 
    “Come on, Hadjar,” Chin’Ameh ran a fingernail over the lid. “Three days will be enough for us to make you stronger and give you a chance to exact retribution and restore justice by returning the throne to the rightful heir.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had already been in similar spatial zones before, but he still felt uncomfortable every time he entered one. He was used to the fact that he could maybe pack a cart or two into a normal spatial artifact, so he was always shocked by the existence of spatial artifacts where an entire city could fit. Or, in this case, a lake. 
 
    He and Chin’Ameh were standing on the shore of a lake surrounded by a sparse forest that was enclosed on all sides by a dome made up of an impenetrable, flowing black substance — the border of this artificial dimension’s reality that existed only inside the box. 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” Chin’Ameh waved his hand through the air and a raft materialized in front of them. 
 
    They climbed onto it together and it, as if it had a mind of its own, took them to the center of the lake. There, on the rocks, against which the waves were beating, scattering a sparkling spray into the air, stood a small sanctuary. It was red, with decorative columns and a beautiful roof, and because of a fireball that burned right under its arched roof, it looked as if it was made of pure gold. 
 
    “The Sanctuary of Power,” Chin’Ameh said, stepping off the raft and onto the rocks first. “Move carefully, Hadjar, as this is a place of great power and equally great danger.” 
 
    Hadjar could sense it as well — any careless movement, or a too sharp use of his energy or will, would cause the flames that were currently peacefully circling underneath the roof to descend upon him with incredible power. 
 
    “Sit down,” Chin’Ameh waved a hand at him and lowered himself into a lotus position on the left side of a trigram inscribed on the floor. Hadjar took his own seat on the opposite side. “You probably want to know what this place is, right?” 
 
    “Probably...” Hadjar replied evasively. He was no stranger to danger, but he still felt nervous. “Do we have time for that explanation?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh held out his hand toward the flame. It spun a little faster. It was like some kind of greeting ceremony. 
 
    “I think you’ll feel better if you know where you are. It’s not worth the risk of you doing something excessive at the worst possible time and making it so we can’t find out if my plan will work or not.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Now, listen carefully…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1375 
 
      
 
    “Many years ago,” Chin’Ameh began his story, “Before Traves was even born, I was studying the science of magic and came across the tomb of an Ancient, a great mage who had taken part in the Battle of the Heavens and the Earth, the battle where the Black General himself had been defeated.” 
 
    Hadjar barely restrained himself from flinching. By some incredible miracle, he himself had recently taken part in that very same battle. 
 
    “An Inheritance,” he guessed. 
 
    Chin’Ameh slowly lowered and raised his eyelids in agreement, as if he didn’t dare risk making any unnecessary movements here. 
 
    “Thanks to that mage’s Inheritance, I was able to achieve my current heights in the magic arts.” The wizard ran his fingers through his beard, then lowered his hands to his knees. “The Sanctuary of Power played a certain role in this. I asked my Master where he’d gotten this incredible artifact, but he never told me. Apparently, he was bound by such a strong oath that he couldn’t break it even after his death.” 
 
    Hadjar had heard of such a thing before. When a cultivator created an Inheritance and a Shadow, the latter was bound by the same oaths the cultivator had made in life. But if the oath was given to a weak cultivator or too much time had passed, its pressure could weaken and there were more and more loopholes available to break one’s word. That was why blood oaths were such a dangerous phenomenon in every sense of the word. 
 
    “What kind of properties does this place have?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh nodded and pulled out a small Quick Flame Diamond from his pocket, which was a cloudy crystal with a swirling vortex of fire inside it. It was a small magic reagent that artefactors liked to use. It was something like an Energy Stone, but instead of wild power, the flame of a pure element was concentrated in it, containing the mysteries of Speed within. Hadjar didn’t quite understand how the flame could know any mysteries if it didn’t have a mind and Spirit of its own. 
 
    “Can you sense this stone’s power?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t need to try and sense it, as he had his neural network. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Object: Quick Flame Diamond. 
 
    Volume: 0.1 units] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had decided to shorten ‘unit of absolute energy’ to ‘unit’ instead. It was much easier that way. 
 
    He’d even sent a request to his neural network to recalculate his own characteristics and properties according to this new pattern. Alas, this request would take at least two months. Nine-tenths of the neural network’s computing power was currently focused on maintaining an endless training regime in his subconscious, where Hadjar was tirelessly fighting against his enemies and improving his swordsmanship with every second that passed. 
 
    Amusingly, the recently added ‘Gevestus’ was the newest foe in his registry and Hadjar had about a one in ten million chance to just survive a fight against him, let alone beat him, so incomparable was their skill and power, even though the halfbreed was a simple Heaven Knight from the distant past… 
 
    “Yes,” Hadjar nodded, “I can.” 
 
    “Watch this,” Chin’Ameh tossed the crystal into the air. 
 
    It soared a few feet into the air, after which a plume of flame stretched out from the fireball under the roof and, after grasping the reagent, pulled it inside itself. The fireball spun with twice the speed now, hissed, rumbled like a gigantic stove, and then changed its color to white before just as suddenly calming down and returning to an orange hue. 
 
    Hadjar sensed a surge of power and immediately turned his gaze to the center of the trigram. Among the runes and hieroglyphs was the same Quick Flame Diamond, but it had become brighter. The flame inside it was spinning at a much greater speed, and even at this distance, Hadjar could feel its heat on his skin. 
 
    “Analyze,” he mentally ordered his neural network. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Object: Quick Flame Diamond. 
 
    Volume: ...Error. 
 
    Code: 16@#81d. 
 
    Re-process the request?] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar agreed. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Object: Quick Flame Diamond. Improved. 
 
    Volume: 1 unit.] 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” Hadjar couldn’t contain his excitement. “But this contradicts everything we know about the energy of the World River!” 
 
    “This contradicts everything we know about the mortal world,” Chin’Ameh corrected him. He reached out and picked up the crystal. It lay peacefully in the wizard’s palm. By its very existence, it called into question everything that Hadjar had learned about this world during his years of wandering. “I suspect, Hadjar, that this artifact first appeared in the Land of the Immortals, or perhaps even in the-” 
 
    “-the Seventh Heaven,” Hadjar finished for the wizard. “But how did it end up here in the mortal world, then? The laws of the Heavens and the Earth wouldn’t have allowed such a thing to happen!” 
 
    “You’re right,” Chin’Ameh agreed. “However, I believe that these laws limit only those objects that have a trace of the soul of an Immortal or a god on them. Otherwise, how else could the laws that restrain the Spirit be applied to an inanimate object?” 
 
    This explanation sounded logical. Admittedly… Anything, when compared to complete madness, would sound logical. 
 
    “Wait… Can it do this with any reagent?” 
 
    Chin’Ameh laughed loudly and happily. Hadjar was pretty sure he’d never seen the old dragon express so much emotion before. 
 
    “If that were the case, Hadjar, I would’ve become the ruler of the whole world long ago,” the wizard wiped away his tears. “No, the more pure energy a material contains, the less effective the Flame of Power becomes when changing it. It was also never able to increase the volume of energy by more than ten times.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh tossed the crystal again. The plume of fire once again drew the reagent inside itself, but this time, the color of the flame changed not to white, but to black, and nothing appeared in the center of the trigram. 
 
    “I see,” Hadjar drawled. “What about…” He pointed to the sword lying next to him. 
 
    A slightly roguish smile appeared on Chin’Ameh’s face, “If you want to take that risk, I won’t stop you.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the ball of flame hovering beneath the roof of the sanctuary, then at his sword, then back again, and... Didn’t move. 
 
    “A wise decision,” the wizard nodded. “Until I found out how this place worked, I spent several fortunes on materials and reagents.” 
 
    Even so, Chin’Ameh hadn’t said that it was impossible to improve a real artifact. 
 
    “Over the course of my many years of research, I’ve found out some facts about the ‘Path Through the Stars.’ As far I as I know,” Chin’Ameh waved his hand and a chest came out of the trigram, “That should help you.” 
 
    He opened the lid, and Hadjar’s heart skipped a beat. Inside was a bunch of snow-white diamonds. 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Object: Calm Cloud Diamond. 
 
    Volume: 9.2 units. 
 
    Quantity: 30 kg.] 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1376 
 
      
 
    “Honorable Chin’Ameh,” Hadjar bowed his head, “I’m not a naive boy who still believes in honor and dignity, but I can’t accept such a gift from you. I don’t know much about what you might call ‘pure energy,’ but it seems to me like this quantity of such high-quality reagents would probably cost-” 
 
    “-about a liter of the essence of the World River,” Chin’Ameh stroked his beard with a nod. 
 
    “A liter?” Hadjar couldn’t contain his exclamation of shock and wonder. 
 
    In the Demon City, even a dozen drops of the essence were considered to be real wealth. And these reagents had cost a liter! Just how many drops could the materials required for using the ‘Path Through the Stars’ meditation Technique end up costing him? Well, for his own peace of mind, it was best not to think about it. 
 
    “Don’t forget, Hadjar, it’s not just our lives that are at stake, but also the fate of the entire White Dragon region,” Chin’Ameh’s eyes darkened. “If I need to part with just these trinkets in order to attain victory, then that is the lowest of the prices I’m willing to pay. Believe me, I would give far more to see my plan succeed.” 
 
    Hadjar took another look at the box. Hadjar hadn’t doubted that Chin’Ameh would have a trump card up his sleeve, but he hadn’t imagined that it would be a true, overwhelming ace. 
 
    “If you know about the Technique’s requirements, then-” 
 
    “The Emperor is also aware of them, of course,” Chin’Ameh agreed. “You see, as long as he doesn’t have the scroll, this knowledge is nothing more than interesting information to him. The scroll is yours since you passed the trial. As long as you’re still alive or until you give it to the Emperor yourself, he won’t be able to use it in any way.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered what the wizard had told him: he’d fallen out of the scroll and landed right on the floor of the Ruby Palace’s throne room. He had been burned and wearing melted, smoking armor. Sin’Magan had been about to finish him off, but the Dark Storm tribe’s coat of arms had stopped the Emperor and he hadn’t given the order to end his life. The same tyrant and usurper who’d killed an entire tribe of his relatives and had sent his cousin into a dungeon. Primus, for example, wouldn’t have stopped for anything and would’ve killed anyone in such a situation just to get more power, which was entirely prudent. But the Emperor had stopped. Something was wrong here… However, he didn’t care. Hadjar had sworn an oath to Traves and had also made a deal with Chin’Ameh. In both cases, he was required to end the Dragon Emperor’s life path. 
 
    “Why doesn’t he have a name?” He suddenly asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why don’t the Dragon Emperors have a name?” 
 
    “When they accept the Great Ancestor’s mark,” the wizard said after a while, “They give up their name, thereby giving up their fate. They accept the title of Emperor, and with it, the duty to bring prosperity to the White Dragon region.” 
 
    Not just to the Dragon Lands, but the whole region… 
 
    “Didn’t the region come to be after the Black General’s fall?” Hadjar asked thoughtfully. “And yet the First Emperor didn’t have a name even back then…” 
 
    “Even back then? Hadjar, you speak as if you’ve personally taken part in the Battle of the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    Hadjar spluttered a bit, “I’m afraid that’s impossible, honorable Chin’Ameh.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is impossible…” The wizard ran his hand over his beard again. “Well, we could continue to discuss the profundities of this mysterious place, as well as indulge in historical theorizing, but our time is limited, Hadjar.” 
 
    Hadjar looked from the chest full of treasures to his sword. His path didn’t end at the Ruby Palace. It lay far beyond even the Strange Lands. And on this path, he would need power. Namely, the sort of power that Chin’Ameh was offering him. 
 
    “I see you’ve made your decision,” the wizard got to his feet with great difficulty and very slowly, then headed for the raft. “I’ll be back in three days.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chin’Ameh was standing on the edge of a valley surrounded by hills, his hands behind his back. He was looking at a small cultivated area, which had been cleared of weeds and wild growth. No sprout had yet appeared on the field, but within the ground, the energy of a precious tree, the fruits of which even dragons ate, could already be sensed. 
 
    Since they were beasts, dragons, unlike human cultivators, couldn’t subsist solely on the energy of the World River and also maintain their health and fighting form. The fruits of a magic peach tree could completely sate the true form of an adult dragon, and they usually needed three hundred sheep a day to satisfy their hunger. 
 
    “Your Highness, don’t you find it strange that the highland dragons are so condescending toward the ones born on the plains, even though without them, the peasants who sweat and bleed to cultivate our lands, we would’ve long since become extinct as a species?” 
 
    Dressed in a snow-white robe, Princess Tened materialized out of thin air next to Chin’Ameh. She had shocking power, but not enough to hide her presence from the wizard. 
 
    “Did your father send you to take my head?” The Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion asked calmly, not moving a muscle. 
 
    He was dressed in black, beautiful robes with embroidery that consisted of magic sigils and runes. Each of these mystical sigils strengthened one of his spells, so much so that even the Princess would have to try hard to send him to the Great Ancestor. 
 
    “He doesn’t know I’m here,” the Princess replied and stood next to him. She also looked at the valley and there was no hatred in her eyes, only regret. “I remember how we used to come here as children. We listened to stories about the Great Hero Traves, who opened a new path for the Dragon Lands. It is thanks to him that we even have the power we currently possess.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Chin’Ameh inhaled the pleasant aroma of freshly plowed earth. “From his travels, Traves brought back many Techniques and secrets. He exchanged them for peace for himself and his wife. I don’t know why it’s considered so great and heroic here, but... So be it.” 
 
    They stood in silence, thinking about their own concerns. 
 
    “Why have you come here, Princess?” 
 
    Tened turned to the wizard. Now her eyes were shining with rage that could burn down the whole valley. She seemed to have grown taller, her shoulders had straightened, and the very air around her shook. She looked no less formidable and monumental than her father. She looked like a true Empress. 
 
    “Whatever the outcome of their duel, I’ll kill you the day after it. You have my word.” 
 
    There was a thunderclap and a yellow lightning bolt flashed away somewhere into the sky. Chin’Ameh was left standing alone. 
 
    “You’ve always caused nothing but problems, my Princess,” the wizard said after a while and disappeared like a summer mirage. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1377 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Text: Your path will run through the lands of your element. Remember your name, as it will lead you along this path. Remember your weapon, as it will pave the way for you. Remember your shield, as it protects you from the storms. Be strong and steadfast on your way through the lands of the elements. Remember that everything illusive is real, and everything real is just an illusion. Remember that your path is not always straight. Remember that sometimes, by taking a step back, you will find yourself farther ahead than if you’d simply kept going. Remember that inaction is the real strength, and action is the true weakness. Forget this wisdom, as it is false, and believe only in your name, because only by rejecting it will you find yourself, as you are under the ashes of the burned-out world of your soul. Go, seeker, and may the light of the true stars that have fallen asleep in our souls be with you.] 
 
      
 
    “And the bards claim that it is impossible to keep your sanity when communicating with a Tree of Life,” Hadjar shook his head. 
 
    Compared to the texts that were written in the scroll of the ‘Path Through the Stars,’ both the explanations of the Ancients and the incomprehensible gibberish of the Trees of Life sounded like the meaningful theses of scientific minds. The only thing that kept Hadjar from thinking he’d gone insane was the memory of that strange sage with whom he had spoken before he’d begun the scroll’s trial. 
 
    He’d told him the following: 
 
    “You will need the power of your name to withstand the pressure of the darkness. You will need the strength of your mind to find the landmarks. You will need your blazing heart to warm you up where the name of fire does not live. In the end, you will have to count only on your Spirit, which will be there for you even after everything else is destroyed.” 
 
    This was how the sage had described the four stages of cultivation. The ‘Path Through the Stars’ could only lead him to the initial stage of Enlightenment of the Immortal level. 
 
    Hadjar noticed that a name had been mentioned in both of these most profound wordings. However, he didn’t understand whether they were referring to a proper name, a True Name given at birth by parents, or, perhaps, True Words and their Junior, Senior, and Full Names. 
 
    He also remembered the deceased Raven’s Wing telling him that this level of cultivation had once been called the Heaven King level, and now it was known as the Nameless level. He hoped that this really did make some sense, and wasn’t just a desperate manipulation of facts by his mind that was looking for at least some sort of clue. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” he assumed a lotus position and closed his eyes. “Begin recording.” 
 
      
 
    [Processing request... 
 
    Request processed. 
 
    Recording of the event has begun. 
 
    Catalog: Meditation Techniques. 
 
    Registry: …] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hadjar didn’t see the last line of his neural network’s message. He was sinking deeper and deeper into his consciousness. Passing by the land of his Spirit, where, in the middle of the endless ocean of tall grass, the stone with the tree stood on the hill. The Quetzal bird and the fragment of the Black General’s soul lived there. 
 
    He mentally fell further, to where the light of the source of his power flickered in the depths — a ball of light beating like a heart. From it, his meridians and channels of power snaked out like ropes and curling threads. 
 
    After reaching his energy body, he focused on another source of power. It was outside of his body, but only his physical body, because mortal flesh was no barrier to energy. 
 
    He reached out with his mind to what looked like a white sun in this dimension of energies and power. It was dozens of times larger than his own source, and radiated such a vast amount of power that handling it carelessly could completely burn Hadjar’s energy body to cinders. 
 
    After separating several threads from his own source of power, he directed them toward this star. Slowly and carefully, pausing every time another flash threatened to completely burn through his channels, he moved toward his goal. 
 
    He recalled how he had once used various beast Cores that created shadows of fallen monsters inside his energy body. He remembered extracting energy from various reagents and phenomena to strengthen and expand his channels, but right now, something else was happening. It was as if he were operating on his own soul, something deeper than his Spirit or energy body, and far more complex. 
 
    Back in the physical world, it looked like an ethereal copy of Hadjar had separated from him. Transparent, like a vision or a ghost, it touched the sphere of energy that soared above him, and they merged into a ball of multicolored energy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had been to this place before. In the middle of an endless valley surrounded by high mountains with snowcapped peaks, a stream flowed. It sometimes rose up, turning into high rapids, then fell like a waterfall onto the rustling reeds. A wind was blowing. A cold, northerly wind. 
 
    “Hello?” He called out. “Are you here?” 
 
    “I’m always here, wanderer,” the Wind answered him. 
 
    It tugged at Hadjar’s robes and flew away, circling over the valley, diving into the stream, and rustling the reeds. 
 
    “I’ve come here,” Hadjar remembered the scroll. He knew what he had to do. His name was Hadjar Darkhan, the North Wind. He’d gotten that name by birthright. Now it was time to... “To challenge you!” 
 
    “Challenge me?” Echoed through the valley. “Are you sure, little warrior? You are dear to my heart, but a challenge is a challenge. If your hand is weak and your heart trembles, I will end your life’s path.” 
 
    Hadjar held out his hand. Thunder struck, and in the middle of the valley, a tall warrior appeared. As large as a bear, clad in armor as black as night, he held the Black Blade with a barely discernible blue spot in his hands. 
 
    “That’s my answer, old Boreas,” said a hollow voice that came from beneath the helmet. 
 
    Only a few gray strands of hair and a terrible, bloody cloak… That was all that differed in color from the endless darkness of steel. 
 
    “Little warrior... You’re lost…” 
 
    The wind swirled, then grew into a storm. Above the stream, a giant stood up, one that was taller than the mountains. His shoulders were lost amongst the storm clouds gathering from the north. He was leaning on a longsword that was taller than most ancient trees. His white beard could easily pass for an avalanche. His red boots rose higher than the treetops. His steel brigandine reflected the light of the sun, which was fading under the yoke of the incipient storm. His helmet, upon which the symbol of the Wind was etched, didn’t hide his face. The face of an old man with blue eyes that radiated a will potent enough to break the Heavens themselves. 
 
    “You’ve hidden yourself in your little box, boy,” thundered the roar of a hundred storms. “But a challenge is a challenge. No matter how weak you are right now in both soul and Spirit, I, Boreas, the North Wind, shall accept it!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1378 
 
      
 
    Chin’Ameh had had to devote several epochs to the endeavor and read countless works and legends to find out what the first stage of the ‘Path Through the Stars’ meditation Technique entailed. A cultivator had to gradually, from the initial stage to the peak stage of the Lord level, strengthen the core of their soul in order to face the Spirit they were fated to encounter. 
 
    It was mind-boggling, as the only time a cultivator normally faced a Spirit was during the trial of the Heavens and the Earth. The trial of the Firstborn was the second of the five obstacles on one’s path to becoming an Immortal. 
 
    During the meditation of the ‘Path Through the Stars,’ a cultivator didn’t encounter a Firstborn, only the Spirit of their element. It could be either powerful or not, but not a Firstborn. Those could surpass some gods in power. 
 
    But Chin’Ameh still vividly remembered what Hadjar becoming a Lord had looked like. That day, hovering over Dahanatan, he’d noticed the old man’s face in the storm clouds. 
 
    Legends said that when the world had still been young, four Spirits had appeared: a beautiful maiden who’d come from the east, bringing spring with her; a nimble young man who’d come from the west, holding autumn on his arm; a beautiful girl, striding in from the south and holding summer in her heart; and their father, an old man who hadn’t left the north, with winter in his eyes. They were the four Firstborn of wind, a single whole divided into four equal parts. 
 
    That was why Chin’Ameh wasn’t at all surprised when black clouds started gathering over the Magic Dawn Mountain. Lightning bolts rained down tirelessly. Their roar made stones shake and the disciples fled to their houses in fear, believing that an immensely powerful natural disaster had come to their land. The Firstborn storm spread its mighty arms out. 
 
    “Well,” Chin’Ameh said, “It seems like we won’t get to finish the game.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Father!” The Princess, who was currently standing on the balcony of the Palace, pointed to the east. 
 
    There, above Chin’Ameh’s fiefdom, an unrestrained storm was being born in the sky. The roar of its rage reached even the Ruby Palace, causing the stained-glass windows to rattle violently. A mighty gust of wind struck the city, throwing open doors and windows. 
 
    The Emperor, who was sitting on his throne, looked at all of this without much interest. Resting his chin on his fist, he breathed calmly and watched the battle between two silhouettes that were reflected in the flashes of lightning. 
 
    “After all, he is your descendant, my old friend...” He said, then got up and walked calmly toward his chambers. 
 
    How many thousands of years had passed since he’d taken up his weapons? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing on the back of a huge black dragon soaring through the sky, Hadjar felt no fear. No matter how strong his opponent was, he wouldn’t falter. No matter how powerful a warrior his foe was, his sword wouldn’t waver. 
 
    “Dragon Storm!” He shouted, without any real reason. Maybe his past had influenced him too much, or maybe he’d done it just to intimidate Boreas. 
 
    Behind him, as well as behind the old giant, lightning bolt flashed. Blacker than even the clouds, they cut through the air like tendrils of devouring darkness. Dozens of dragons flew out of them, similar to the one Hadjar was currently standing on. This was what his Star Path looked like. It was a huge, black dragon. 
 
    Opening their maws wide, they absorbed the mysteries of the True Kingdom of the Blue Wind Sword Song, then charged Boreas like a thunderstorm. Each of them was Hadjar’s sword, ready to deliver a powerful blow that contained all his power and will. Each of them was a dragon created from his Lord level energy. 
 
    Shaking the mountains with his thunder, Boreas raised his sword to his shoulder and struck out with a backhanded swing. Waves of white wind, carrying the cold of the northernmost heights and the ice of the highest mountain peaks with them, crashed into the flock of dragons. They fought against each other, but these forces were not equal. 
 
    The black dragons fell from the sky one after another. Bound in ice, they collapsed to the ground. Wherever they landed, the forests turned into frozen wastelands. Sword scars appeared on the surface of the valley, looking like deep quarries. The mountains into which the gigantic dragons crashed were cut through, and they collapsed as well, kicking up immense clouds of stone dust. 
 
    Hadjar spat out blood and gripped the hilt of his sword with both hands. Boreas raised his blade above his head and brought it down with horrific force. Its tip touched the skies and seemed to tear them apart, releasing thousands of snowy whirlwinds. When they joined together, they formed an incredible tornado. Stretching out for dozens of miles, it became a continuation of Boreas’ titanic blade. 
 
    “YOUR WIND IS WEAK, BOY!” The sky itself thundered in Boreas’ voice. “DID YOU COME HERE JUST TO DISGRACE THE NAME GIVEN TO YOU? FIGHT PROPERLY!” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Hadjar swung his sword. He called upon the Name of the Wind. It felt like an army was standing behind him, ready for battle. Battle drums thundered, battle horns sounded, and the battle cry of the Mad General’s army flew across the wounded land. Hadjar’s eyes shone with the light of a furious storm. The blade of his sword flashed with a black glow. 
 
    “Dragon Dawn!” He thundered in an inhuman voice. 
 
    His sword seemed to grow. Looking like a black fog, it hung between the Heavens and the Earth. An exact copy of the Black Blade, magnified a hundredfold, met Boreas’ attack. The white ice sword, filled with the wind of the northern mountains, clashed with the black fog sword, in which the wind of the northern valleys raged. 
 
    “GOOD, WARRIOR!” The awakened sky rumbled. “NOW YOU’RE FIGHTING ME PROPERLY!” 
 
    Boreas raised his sword and swung it in a backhanded motion again. The huge white blade easily cut off the peaks of distant mountains, raising huge tsunamis in its wake. Instantly freezing, they rained down on the forests and fields like a hail of ice fragments the size of castles. 
 
    Spitting out more blood, Hadjar mentally forced the black dragon to flap its wings and fly back. Still holding the ‘Dragon Dawn’ sword in his hands, he swung it upwards and diagonally across the white blade. Ripping up the ground, cutting through mountains and hills, it struck the white wind. As they collided, thunderstorms scattered. They overturned layers of earth, turning them into jagged ice dust. They crushed the mountains as if they’d been little more than sand castles built by children on a beach. 
 
    Every moment of this wild battle was costing Hadjar a dozen alchemical reagents, which he absorbed while his soul drew upon the energy of the diamonds in the physical world. Who knew how many centuries would pass before he would be able to fight at the same level once again? 
 
    “GOOD!” Boreas thundered again. “BUT NOT GOOD ENOUGH!” 
 
    The old giant, who hadn’t moved all this time, took only a single half step. He moved his right leg forward and moved his center of gravity closer to Hadjar. His white sword became twenty times larger. If he hadn’t interrupted his Technique in time, Hadjar would’ve lost his arms. Even so, the attack shook him to his very core. The black dragon that represented his Star Path scattered into dust and he was flung back dozens of miles, crashing into a mountain peak. The latter, unable to withstand the impact, broke off and fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1379 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was lying on the stones. His armor was shattered. His body was wounded. His bones were broken. Blood was dripping from his mouth, ears, nose, and eyes. Lying there, in a scarlet puddle, he watched the mighty old man rise in front of him. He had shrunk in size, but even at just six feet of height, there was a power within him that was beyond the understanding of a mere mortal. 
 
    “You’ve hidden yourself in a shell, little warrior,” the old man said. “But is it possible to hide the wind? Is it possible to cage a storm? I’m sorry... I believed in you, but you’ve lost yourself.” Boreas raised his longsword over his defeated opponent’s chest. “I’ll sing a song about you, Hadjar Darkhan, so that your forefathers will greet you with honor and glory.” 
 
    Hadjar watched the sword slowly descending toward him. He could feel that the source of energy that had been feeding him power all this time was running out. A meditation Technique? Who had come up with the stupid idea of calling this monstrous process a meditation Technique! It had nothing to do with that! However, there was nothing he could do about it now. Hadjar couldn’t advance from the Lord level to the Nameless level, which meant… 
 
    A ray of sunlight reflected off the edge of the longsword for a moment. It stretched out over the stones, making their shadow rise up behind Boreas. Hadjar recognized this shadow. He had already seen it during the battle against the ifrits in his trial to acquire the ‘Path Through the Stars.’ It was a tall warrior clad in black armor, with a red cloak, a sword, and a shield. 
 
    “General,” he said. “Have the battle drums stopped?” 
 
    Somewhere on the border of Hadjar’s hearing, he could still hear them. Bam! Bam-bam! Bam! His loyal companions were beating huge drums. They were calling for the army to fight this deadly battle as if there was no enemy whom they couldn’t wound or overcome. 
 
    “Have the battle cries faded?” 
 
    In the thunderclaps still tearing through the sky, Hadjar heard it. “AAAHHH!” It was as if thousands of warriors were throwing their fists into the sky, venting their righteous rage in order to strengthen their hearts for the fight against foreigners who had come to trample their parents’ fields and meadows. 
 
    “Has your hand stopped gripping your sword?” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar saw how tightly his hand still held the hilt of his sword. It bulged with veins, pale from the sheer strength of his grip. 
 
    “So why have you ended the battle?” 
 
    No, he wasn’t finished yet. He could hear the call of his troops. He reached for them. Like in the old days, he stood to his full height in front of them. Without fatigue and fear, without slowing down, he charged the enemy headlong. Thousands of warriors, walking with him in the Wind, charged against their common enemy to fight together for tomorrow’s dawn. 
 
    A blade the color of the azure sky struck Boreas’ longsword. Its power was so great that the old man couldn’t restrain it and had to take a small step back. He looked at the bloody warrior, who was clutching a sword blacker than darkness. Slowly, he turned his gaze to his own glorious sword, which had fought side by side with him since the birth of the world. For the first time, a small crack appeared on it, smaller than the tip of a child’s nail. 
 
    “So, it’s not over yet,” he said into his beard. 
 
    Hadjar blinked and the delusion disappeared. The shadow faded away, and the Wind left his soul. The drums and the war cries of the army subsided. He was left alone again, lying in a pool of his own blood, waiting for the enemy’s sword to end his life. Well, come what may, he would go to his forefathers with his head held high and say that he’d met his end without fear, that he hadn’t given himself up to the enemy’s mercy. He would earn a place at the table of his ancestors, waiting until his rebirth was decided. He waited for the final strike… 
 
    “Get up, little warrior,” old Boreas held out his hand. “It’s time to change your tattoo.” 
 
    The wounds on Hadjar’s body were suddenly healed. The pain was gone. His eyes became clear. The noise disappeared from his ears. He reached out with his right hand and, clasping the old man’s wrist, was surprised to find that the tattoo pattern on his hand had begun to gradually change. 
 
    “You’ve earned your own Name,” Boreas jerked Hadjar to his feet. “From now on, you are Hadjar Darkhan, the Wind of the Northern Valleys.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was not a single inch of space that didn’t have a hovering dragon in it around the Ancestor Rock. The most highborn, the aristocrats dressed in magic robes, flew side by side with their relatives dressed in simple clothes. On this day, no one cared where a dragon had been born or how pure their blood was. On this day, something was going to happen that had never happened before in the history of dragons: a battle for the throne between two equals by right of blood. 
 
    What was even more unusual was the fact that one of them wasn’t even a pureblood. He was a halfbreed, the bearer of the Great Hero Traves’ blood, the last scion of the Dark Storm tribe. He was also a simple initial-stage Lord. Did he truly dare to challenge their Emperor, a peak-stage Heaven Emperor? Even knowing the outcome of the duel in advance, they’d gathered here to witness the event they would tell their descendants about in the future. 
 
    Even if the duel hadn’t yet begun, they still received the privilege of seeing their Emperor ready for a true battle. Mighty and impregnable, he was standing in the middle of the sand of the ancient arena, surrounded by the statues of their worthy ancestors. His Star level armor captured their imaginations with its beauty and complexity. The Emperor’s left leg was covered with greaves fashioned to look like a beautiful silver maiden, and the right one was covered with greaves that looked like the visage of a formidable golden demon. On the left half of his torso, the armor looked like a silver hand, and on his right, it looked like a golden wing. His shield hovered around the Emperor. One half of it depicted a black imp holding a sickle, and the other showed a white spirit clutching a dagger. Together, they formed a circle, in the center of which a pink magic crystal could be seen. The Emperor also clutched his sword in his right hand, which looked like a strip of white cloud encased in steel. 
 
    “Where is your challenger, Chin’Ameh?” The Emperor asked a black-robed mage who was leaning on his staff. “Or does he refuse to face me?” 
 
    “He’s already on his way, my Emperor,” the wizard bowed. 
 
    There was a clap of thunder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few days earlier… 
 
      
 
    Shakur and Paris looked at the General standing in front of them. White Fang, Erhard, pointed his sword at the looming rock ridges on the horizon. 
 
    “Go!” He thundered. 
 
    The army of the seven Empires began their attack on the Ruby Mountains. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1380 
 
      
 
    Black, ominous clouds closed in like a stone coffin above the heads of the dragons flying around the Ancestor Peak. A stormy wind struck the mountains like an invisible sledgehammer, reducing stones and boulders to stone chips. The ancient stones and the ancient arena shuddered and groaned. 
 
    The dragons used their defensive artifacts and Techniques because even just a single element called upon by a Nameless had made them feel the touch of Death’s blade approaching them. Thunder roared. It fell on the spectators’ shoulders with the weight of the sky itself. The weakest of them coughed up blood and, working together with the dragons next to them, strengthened their defenses. Hundreds of flashes of energy lit up the sky, but even they couldn’t endure the coming darkness. 
 
    The world gradually grew discolored. The colors faded, retreating before the onslaught of the shades of gray and black. In this grave glare of darkness, a bright lightning bolt burst out of the sky, splitting the grave lid. It struck the sand of the arena, carving out a deep crevice in the stones. 
 
    When the dust settled, the audience saw a terrifying figure — a broad-shouldered warrior who was more than six feet tall. He looked powerful enough to strangle a huge bull with his bare arms. Clad in tightly fitting black armor, he had a bloody cloak fluttering behind him. His gauntlets gripped the hilt of a long blade that was as black as his armor. Only a small blue spot on its surface stood out from the overall dark image. 
 
    “Contenders!” Chin’Ameh stepped into the center of the arena. “I, the Archmage of our tribes, with the authority given to me by the First Ancestors, declare the beginning of your battle! Before you come together in a duel of honor and the right of blood, I will remind you that you are forbidden from using any alchemical items and any artifacts except your weapons and armor. Only your power and skill will decide the duel!” 
 
    He struck the ground with his staff. A vortex of sand surrounded him and lifted him high into the sky. The dragon spread his arms out in two different directions and began to chant the words of ancient spells. The stones that stood around the circle of sand that was a thousand feet in diameter began to shimmer with pure energy that made the dragons’ hearts quiver. 
 
    One by one, they left their earthen shackles and rose into the sky toward Chin’Ameh. There, they formed the same circle as the one around the Ancestor Rock. Slowly and smoothly, the ancient monoliths began their rotation, creating an impenetrable dome around the arena, separating the Ancestor Rock from the rest of reality. Even so, the dragons didn’t dare to lower their defenses. Each of them felt like anything could happen that night. 
 
    “Let the duel begin!” 
 
    The black warrior was the first to attack, lunging forward. A fog of pure darkness seemed to flow from his armor, and his sword cut through space, leaving only darkness behind in its wake. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar wasn’t going to delay. Only half an hour had passed since, thanks to Chin’Ameh’s treasure, he had been able to break through the Lord level and reach the Nameless level, a level at which you receive your own Name, one that invokes your own power. For Hadjar, it was the Wind of the Northern Valleys. Before that, he was able to fight while using the Name of the Wind for only a few seconds, but now he felt like even a minute wasn’t the limit of his ability. 
 
    However, that didn’t mean that all his problems had disappeared. First of all, Hadjar wasn’t yet fully aware of his newly-acquired power, so he couldn’t use it in its entirety. His mastery of his potential had once again fallen below fifty percent. 
 
    Moreover, somewhere in his soul, the Black General’s Inheritance was stirring. It was so powerful that it would completely destroy Hadjar’s consciousness, replacing it with the first Darkhan’s mind. It didn’t matter that the Black General had declared that the Inheritance completely belonged to him and that Hadjar would receive only a single Technique. Who knew how much truth was contained in his words… 
 
    That was why Hadjar was well aware of the fact that the only way he could win was by utilizing the element of surprise. The Emperor hadn’t yet seen him in battle. Even if Tened or the Magan siblings had shared some information with him, it had only been about his previous level. 
 
    “Let the duel begin!” Sounded somewhere far above his head. 
 
    Through the slits of his helmet, Hadjar clearly saw his opponent in front of him. He was the most powerful of the foes whom he had ever fought in this reality. The ruler of the Demon City had been limited by the ritual he’d been going through, while the Dragon Emperor… Well, it would be a glorious battle. 
 
    Hadjar called upon his loyal friend. The Wind touched his consciousness and became not only the blood in his veins and the air in his lungs, but also filled his meridians and channels, flashing like a bright star inside the source of power. 
 
    Black patches of fog seeped through Hadjar’s armor, and he rushed into battle. His speed was such that his every movement created afterimages and explosions sounded as he tore across the sand of the arena, as if the air itself couldn’t withstand the sheer force of his passage. 
 
    Hadjar covered the distance of over a thousand feet in less than a fraction of an instant. All that was left behind to indicate that he had just recently been standing in a completely different spot was a plume of black fog trailing behind him. 
 
    “AAAHHH!” He shouted, venting his battle fury and the roar of the raging Wind inside him. 
 
    To the spectators, it sounded as if the storm had suddenly moved toward the Ancestor Rock and given birth to a terrible roar worthy of the most powerful of their relatives — the true Lords of the Heavens. 
 
    The Black Blade turned into a bringer of darkness as it sliced through the ground, shooting out in an upward strike. The Black Knight attacked the enemy with all his might, and it was as if the darkness itself was attacking the calm Emperor. 
 
    Not a single muscle twitched on the ruler’s face. His eyes, so calm and unperturbed, expressed absolutely no emotions. An instant before the rising sword strike would have split him in half, the shield with the spirit and demon appeared between the two combatants, looking like a sickle and dagger. 
 
    White and black flashes echoed from their collision. They swept across the Ancestral Rock in multiple waves, scattering the sand. The stones turned to dust under their pressure, and a huge wave of black wind rose up behind the Emperor, within which the mysteries of the sword roared. It struck the magic dome, and it trembled, even cracked a bit, but ultimately withstood the assault. The stones above their heads flashed brighter. 
 
    The Emperor, who was unharmed, was still thrown into the air even if he had easily defended himself from an attack that even Tash’Magan, who was watching the fight from a flying coach, wouldn’t have been able to block without using life-saving artifacts. 
 
    The black fog made his bloody cloak billow upwards and Hadjar soared into the air like he had wings. He couldn’t use his Star Path to the same extent as he had in Boreas’ lands, but even so, it was enough to let him not only rise into the sky, but also get behind the Emperor. 
 
    Grasping the hilt of his sword with both hands, Hadjar raised it over his head and called upon his energy, will, and mysteries. His Core flared up with more power than it had ever wielded before. The ‘Dragon Storm’ Technique had never known such power before. The energy flowed like hot lava through his arms, and the Black Blade greedily gorged itself on its endless stream. An incredible dragon’s maw opened up behind him. Splitting the rocks with its roar, it came down on the Emperor’s back. 
 
    The audience gasped as their ruler crashed into the sand of the arena. The stones, as if turned into water, moved like waves and, splitting apart, shot out in a hail of fragments. The circle of sand turned into a crater dozens of feet deep. 
 
    “You’ve come a long way.” A cloud of stone dust settled on the Emperor’s shoulders as he calmly got back up. Not a single cut marred his proud face. Not a single drop of his blood fell on the stones. Not a single dent could be seen in his armor. He looked exactly the same as he had a moment before, just covered in dust. “Traves would’ve been proud of you.” 
 
    The Emperor gently swung his white blade in a graceful arc and the world froze. 
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 Chapter 1381 
 
      
 
    Sensing the approach of something incredibly dangerous, Hadjar spun his blade in front of him. With each rotation, dozens of black dragons appeared. A swarm of them circled around him, turning into a shield made up of a thousand sword swings. But even that wasn’t enough. 
 
    When the Emperor swung his sword, the white blade in his hands shone brighter than the midday sun. A long streak of white fire cut through the air. In it, Hadjar sensed not only incredibly deep mysteries, the Heaven Emperor’s will, and his energy, but also something else, something that only a Star level artifact could possess. It was as if the dragon’s sword had a will of its own and sought to fight without even needing any input. It was as if it knew its owner well, and already had an idea of what Technique it had to use. What an incredible level of unity between a weapon and its wielder! Hadjar had never encountered anything like it before. 
 
    The streak of fire, which burned the very air itself, struck him from the side. He was thrown back. The cocoon made up of a thousand black dragon sword strikes was instantly obliterated, and he flew past the border of the arena. An invisible wall of energy hit him in the back, briefly knocking the air out of his lungs and disorienting him. He rolled down the invisible wall, but managed to grab hold of the arena just in time to avoid a grizzly fate. 
 
    Guided by his instincts, he crushed the stone of the arena with his mighty grip, pushed off the edge, and dodged to the side. He did so just in time, too, because another streak of white fire struck the place where he had just been hanging a moment later. It didn’t just burn rocks, either, it even vaporized lava, and the steam rising from it burned up in white flashes. 
 
    This fire could’ve destroyed all the capitals of the seven Empires without encountering the slightest bit of resistance. This was the Dragon Emperor’s power! He stood in the center of the raging inferno, motionless and proud, and it was as if a counterpart of Boreas himself was towering in front of Hadjar. But no, even the Emperor was far from that sort of power and majesty. 
 
    Hadjar raised his sword above his head and summoned the full power of the Wind as he swung down. The ‘Peaceful Day’ Technique fell upon the Emperor. A pillar of descending wind currents struck the dragons’ ruler. It deepened the crater they’d turned the arena into by another ten feet and shattered the True Kingdom of the Dead Dawn Flame Sword for a moment. 
 
    Hadjar assumed a low stance. Calling upon the Wind again, he flapped the wings of the black fog and lunged forward with frenzied intensity. His Black Blade shone with pure darkness and grew in size. It didn’t reach the same length it had gained in Boreas’ lands, not even a tenth of that, but this was still Hadjar’s first time wielding the ‘Dragon Dawn’ Technique for an extended period of time in the physical world. With its power, he attacked the Emperor from over a dozen feet away with a melee attack that had all his force behind it. The impact was so powerful that the shockwaves radiating out from it even managed to get past the barrier and touch the sky. The torn apart clouds showered the spectators with lightning bolts, and the roar of the boiling storm pierced the dragons’ ears, forcing them to wipe blood off their necks. 
 
    Even then, Hadjar could still sense that his Technique couldn’t move the shield that stood in its way at all. Damn those twin blades! Not only was he fighting against a Heaven Emperor who’d lived for hundreds of epochs, but also against an ambidextrous swordsman who wielded Star level blades and Star level armor! 
 
    Through the darkness and flashes of energy, Hadjar saw the unharmed Emperor’s calm expression. 
 
    “I can help you,” sounded in his head, “I owe you... One Technique, disciple.” 
 
    “I’m not your disciple,” Hadjar growled back. 
 
    The Emperor seemed to hear this. For the first time, at least some sort of emotion appeared in his red, coal-colored eyes — surprise. 
 
    Hadjar sensed the energy in his source being replenished at such a high rate that it was as if he were tirelessly swallowing an incredible amount of alchemical pills. In fact, this was the Wind giving him power as it shone inside his source. Within the next forty seconds, he wouldn’t have to worry about lacking energy for his Techniques. Was this a meditation Technique that challenged the Heavens themselves? 
 
    “AAAHHH!” His battle cry pierced the sky again. 
 
    The Black Blade in his hands flashed with hundreds of swings. With each swing, dozens of huge dragons woke up behind Hadjar. They were a concentrated manifestation of his energy, will, mysteries, and Wind. Twenty ‘Dragon Storm’ Techniques at the same time. They turned into a real host of the Lords of the Heavens, tearing at reality itself with their sword-claws, and a whirlwind of these powerful Techniques rained down on the Emperor. The dragons also whirled around him like a gigantic tornado. The very ground trembled beneath them. 
 
    The audience couldn’t believe their eyes. They had never seen such fury and power before. It didn’t even look like a human or a dragon was fighting anymore, but a demon that had crawled out of the abyss. Clad in black armor dripping with darkness, he had come to extinguish their sun. The darkness comprised of innumerable wings, fangs, and claws covered the Emperor. 
 
    For a moment, some of the dragons thought that the battle was over. None of them possessed the power required to defend themselves against a simultaneous attack from twenty Divine level Techniques. 
 
    Suddenly, a flash of gray color appeared from inside the dark vortex, which quickly disintegrated into patches of disappearing darkness. Hadjar staggered back and spat out blood. The side effect of his Technique being broken was so strong that several of his internal organs were damaged. 
 
    The Emperor stood in the same place as before, but now he held a double-edged sword. One half of it was curved into a predatory sickle, and the other was bent like a long saber. Instead of a pommel, the strange sword had a pink magic crystal. Only then did Hadjar realize that all this time, from the very beginning of their battle, the Emperor had been using only one of his swords, and that thing that had looked like a shield was actually a scabbard for his Star level artifact. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” the Emperor said and disappeared. 
 
    Hadjar looked down. The white blade had struck just a few millimeters away from his liver. Using the full power of the Wind, Hadjar pushed off his enemy’s sword and jumped back, instantly moving to the opposite end of the arena. He was wheezing and moaning in pain. The Emperor’s blade had cut through one of his meridians and now his energy was flowing away. 
 
    The Wind, sensing that its friend was about to lose his ability to fight, seemed to come to life and, stretching out from his source, became his meridian. But because of that, Hadjar could sense that the speed at which his Core would be replenished had decreased by several fold. 
 
    He was just about to use the ‘Peaceful Day’ to catch his breath a little when he sensed a threat coming from above. The Emperor was moving faster than Hadjar could discern even when he was in communion with the Wind. Hadjar didn’t have time to block with his Black Blade… Just like back then, in Boreas’ lands, the enemy’s sword was hovering above his head. 
 
    However, this time, the strange warrior clad in black armor and wearing a red cloak didn’t appear. Instead, Hadjar heard: 
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Hadjar thought back: 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1382 
 
      
 
    Why did all cultivators think an Inheritance was the most valuable treasure of the martial arts world? Any other treasure could eventually be obtained. Money could be earned or stolen. Any Techniques could be bought, stolen, or learned in the end. An Inheritance was something completely different, however. 
 
    For example, the ‘Torn Sky’ Technique, which had been created by Hadjar, was based on the Black General’s and Traves’ Techniques. He’d created it, but so far, he himself hadn’t been able to fully master it, because he hadn’t yet completed it. He’d only created three of its four ‘songs.’ 
 
    An Inheritance was far more potent and complicated than that. After receiving it, a cultivator instantly learned a particular Technique and knew it as they would a part of themselves. It was as if they had been practicing it for several epochs, devoting themselves only to mastering it. An Inheritance became an integral part of one’s soul. 
 
    That was why time seemed to stop for Hadjar. He saw a warrior in black robes standing in front of him. He slowly flowed from one position to another, training in the middle of a meadow. His sword moved slowly and smoothly, as if he were just warming up and not practicing his swordsmanship at all. But when he looked closely, he could see how with each movement the air around the swordsman thickened slightly. It changed a little, bit by bit, and then, when the flow of the swings accelerated, it grew into an unstoppable mountain river. The final attack left two cuts on the ground at once… 
 
    “Neither you nor I are ambidextrous swordsmen, my disciple,” the Black General’s voice sounded in his mind. “This is a great weakness. But any great weakness can become an even greater strength. Long ago, you realized that if you had one sword in your hands and another in your soul, you would be able to use two Techniques at once. But you couldn’t find a second sword worthy of the Black Blade. And you would never find it normally, because it’s impossible to find an artifact that would get along with our specific kind of sword. Except... Look into your soul, my disciple. All this time, your loyal friend has been waiting for the moment when it will finally be able to fight alongside you.” 
 
    Hadjar looked, and he saw it. Inside his soul, in the middle of the endless valley covered with emerald grass, on the hill where the stone and the tree were, a whirlwind was spinning. A whirlwind with a sword frozen inside it. 
 
    The Wind’s voice in his soul changed. Once childish, playful, and curious, it now became firmer and more mature. It was ready for battle. It was ready to take someone else’s life and give its own if need be. It was the voice of a warrior. The voice of the Technique that only someone who knew the True Name of the Wind could learn. The ‘Wind Warrior’ Technique. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Tened gripped the side of the floating platform. Besides Chin’Ameh, she was the only one who had seen the Emperor fight. On that day, she had been attacked by assassins from the Red Phoenix Region while out on a walk. The Emperor had attacked them with all his might and fury. Three dozen Nameless and two Heaven Emperors hadn’t even been able to touch the Dragon Emperor’s robes. The little Tened’s heart had only managed to beat four times before they had all gone to the Great Ancestor. Their blood had drenched the entire clearing. 
 
    Tened knew perfectly well that no matter how strong Hadjar had become during the past three days, no matter how far the ‘Path Through the Stars’ meditation Technique had taken him, he couldn’t hope to match her father’s power. He was someone who had spent many eras mastering his Techniques, who had honed the skills of a swordsman since the days when the seven Empires had been little more than small, disparate Kingdoms. He was rightfully considered the strongest swordsman of the White Dragon region. He’d only returned home with a small cut on his left hand once. He’d said that he’d encountered a human with a funny name — Orune — and he had been the only one in thirty-six eras who’d managed to hurt her father, even if just slightly. 
 
    “No!” Tened shouted as the Sunset and Dawn Sword left its scabbard right before her eyes. While Hadjar had still had a chance to escape while her father had used only the Flame of the Dead Shroud Sword, with the second blade now drawn... The Emperor’s power would increase by several fold. In less than a split second, her father’s sword was already hovering above the wounded Hadjar. 
 
    “Damn it,” Tash cursed as she stood next to her, also watching the fight, “It’s just a slau-” She didn’t get to finish speaking. 
 
    A fierce storm struck the Ancestor Rock again. It wasn’t coming from outside, from the raging sky, but from within Hadjar. 
 
    The Emperor’s sword froze in the air, but not because he stopped it. Something had been able to stop it. For the first time in all the past eras, something had just completely blocked the attack of the Sunset and Dawn Sword. 
 
    The two swordswomen stared in disbelief as their ruler’s sword was stopped by a ghostly, barely discernible blade that seemed to be woven from threads of blue wind. 
 
    “Dragon Dawn of the Peaceful Sky!” Thundered inside the storm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Energy was leaking out of Hadjar at an alarming rate. The Technique that the Black General had given him as a gift was so far beyond the Divine level that he didn’t even know whether it was possible to call it a Technique at all. It was definitely something else entirely. Something that even the incredible energy saturation of the Wind couldn’t handle. Hadjar knew that he would be able to maintain this barely tangible, insanely weak (according to the feelings that came from the Inheritance) Wind Warrior Blade for no longer than a few moments. But that was enough. 
 
    The knowledge of how to use two Techniques simultaneously had appeared in his mind by itself, as if he’d always known about it and had always used it. 
 
    A stream of wind came down on the Emperor from the sky. It drove him into the ground, freeing up a brief moment for Hadjar to maneuver. At such a high level of battle and at such a high speed, that was all he needed. The ruler was disoriented, his Kingdom was broken, and his energy flows were disrupted. It would last less than a moment, but that was enough time for the ‘Dragon Dawn’ to act. 
 
    Hadjar swooped down like a falcon, aiming for the ruler lying on the ground. His Black Blade stretched out like a pillar of darkness. Their eyes met. Why… 
 
    “Finish him off, halfbreed!” Chin’Ameh shouted excitedly. 
 
    Why wasn’t there an ounce of anger or frustration in the Emperor’s eyes? His red eyes radiated only regret and a plea for forgiveness. Was this truly how tyrants and usurpers died? However, he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything. Hadjar didn’t care about… The Black Blade struck the shield with two sharp, predatory spikes. The red cloak fluttered before Hadjar’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On the plain covered in tall, green grass, atop the hill, leaning against the stone, sat the Enemy of Everything and Everyone, wrapped up in a ragged, black cloak. His face wasn’t visible. From underneath his hood, his gray hair fluttered in the wind. It was raining. The black sky roared. 
 
    Only a small, blue speck loomed in the distance. The Quetzal bird flew out of it before it disappeared. It announced its arrival with a shrill cry and sat down on the tree, where it covered itself with one of its wings in an attempt to hide from the cold downpour. 
 
    “You were just in time, my feathered friend.” 
 
    The bird screeched. 
 
    “Friend or foe,” the Black General raised his head to the sky. “At some point, it becomes the same... Now everything will depend solely on him.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1383 
 
      
 
    “What? Where am I? Am I falling? No. Where am I? Who am I? Why... What...” Thoughts were spinning in his head. “Who am I? What? Where am I?” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten who you are,” a voice came from nearby. 
 
    From colorless nothingness, a warrior stepped forth. Tall and broad-shouldered, clad in black armor, he held a sword in his right hand. He held a strange shield with two sharp spikes in his left hand. A red cloak fluttered behind him. His face was hidden by a full helmet with a T-shaped slot that allowed him to see out of it. 
 
    “Who are you?” He whispered. “Who am I?” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten your way...” The warrior said. He was getting closer and closer. 
 
    “Don’t! Don’t come any closer!” He exclaimed. He wanted to run away, to hide, but he couldn’t move. 
 
    “I’ll show you what you wanted to forget in order to become weak. It’s easy to be weak, General. You don’t need to put in any effort to be a weakling. But you have to be strong. That is the only way you can withstand the future.” 
 
    What would he show him? What was going on here? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness, you don’t understand-” 
 
    “Shut up, you fool, or I’ll feed you to the pigs.” 
 
    “Honey, we don’t have any pigs.” 
 
    “Then I’ll find some in the nearest village, bring them here, starve them half to death, and then feed this scoundrel to them!” 
 
    Where was he? He saw mountains. They were snow-covered, tall, and so... familiar. They had an incredible color, not gray, as usual, but black, as if someone incredibly big and with a very strange sense of beauty had poured resin or paint over them. 
 
    It was also cold here. It was so cold that the wind seemed to pierce through your flesh and freeze your very soul. But the people standing outside an insulated tent didn’t seem to care. 
 
    A woman was bundled up in a long fur coat. Her black hair was scattered over her shoulders. She had green eyes that glowed in the midnight gloom. They weren’t as bright as Arkemeya’s… Arkemeya? Who was Arkemeya? Why did he remember that name? Who was he? Where was he? 
 
    A tall young man was standing next to her. He was quite handsome, with wide cheekbones, a strong chin, and a tenacious and calm look in his gray eyes. He wore his hair long and didn’t tie it back in a ponytail. He’d never liked it that way. When that famous quarrel had occurred, it had been shortened… Did he know him? 
 
    The young man, a warrior, was leaning on a bulky, heavy longsword. The stone platform looked like the site of a recent battle: trampled snow, bloodstains, flashes of light, and the barely perceptible energy of practitioners. Who were practitioners? 
 
    “Your Highness,” another man was lying on the snow, leaning against a stone. There were several corpses of other men and women lying next to him. They all looked the same, wearing thick, black doublets covered by white ribbons, making it almost impossible to notice them in the snow. They were assassins. “You have to understand. We cannot afford a mistake. My squad has been tracking him for almost seven years now.” 
 
    “Seven years?” The young man laughed. “Are you out of your mind, Baron? Hadjar has been commanding the Moon army for less than six months!” 
 
    Hadjar… What a familiar name. He was pretty sure that was his name. Yes. Definitely. He was Hadjar. 
 
    “That’s right, Your Highness,” the man in the snow was clutching the stump that remained in place of his severed arm to his chest. “But do you know anything about your General before he joined the army?” 
 
    “Of course,” the young warrior snorted. “He lived in a remote mountain village that was washed away by a mudflow. To feed his family, he went on a journey and-” 
 
    “There are no mountain villages in Lidus, Your Highness,” the assassin interrupted him, “Only in Balium.” 
 
    “That isn’t enough proof,” the young man said, somewhat uncertain now. 
 
    “Listen to me, Nero,” the girl with black hair put her hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “How many times has Hadjar demonstrated knowledge that a simple peasant couldn’t possibly possess? He knows more about tactics and strategy than some officers who have been trained in the military corps of your capital. His speech is pure and without flaws. You have seen how he eats, how he interacts with women, how he behaves in society. You yourself have long suspected that he was someone’s bastard.” 
 
    “A bastard, yes!” Nero shouted, “But not my cousin, whom my father didn’t even let me meet. Whom he crippled and threw in prison, where he died.” 
 
    “He didn’t die.” The assassin was having trouble breathing, but still held his stump in a firm grip. “The Prince escaped. Twelve years ago.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the courtiers whispering that the King crippled him and-” 
 
    “I can sense the blood inside Hadjar,” the girl with black hair said. “It isn’t human.” 
 
    “Really? Serra, that means-” 
 
    “I’m talking, but you aren’t listening to me, Nero. Hadjar could’ve been cured with the help of a powerful beast’s blood. Maybe even more powerful than Azrea’s mother.” 
 
    Nero fell silent. 
 
    “Your Highness,” the assassin said, “The most important proof is that you haven’t killed me yet. Because deep down, you know, you feel this kinship. And-” 
 
    “You’re right, Baron.” The heavy blade swung out in a wide arc and, along with a piece of the boulder behind him, cut off the assassin’s head. “That’s better.” 
 
    Unable to stand it, Nero sank down into the snow. Serra sat down next to him and placed a caring hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out, Nero. This isn’t-” 
 
    “Figure something out?” Nero interrupted her. “Do you hear yourself, Serra? Our friend! Our friend, with whom we went through fire and water, fought side by side hundreds of times, saved each other’s lives! And all this time he... he…” 
 
    “He was lying to us,” Serra finished for Nero. 
 
    The wind circled above them, rejoicing in the snowy night. There, a little higher up the mountain, was the General’s tent, where their friend was meditating... Or perhaps he was their enemy... 
 
    “What are you going to do, Nero?” 
 
    “What am I going to do?” The young man jumped to his feet and grabbed his sword. He looked at the tent with steel in his eyes and was about to take the first step forward when he suddenly froze. Serra remained motionless. 
 
    “You know,” he said suddenly, “When we met, I introduced myself as the son of a minor official…” 
 
    “You don’t know-” Serra stood up in the middle of the snowstorm. 
 
    “There’s a lot I don’t know, Serra. But I know my friend... my brother… He risked his life more than once for me, for his army, for the common soldiers... By all the demons of the abyss, it hasn’t even been a week since he pulled me out of the other world!” 
 
    “I’m grateful to him for that, but-” 
 
    “No!” Nero interrupted her. “I don’t want to hear it. I know my friend. Whatever happens, he’ll always come to my rescue. Whatever happens, he is always guided by only one thing — his honor. He’s my brother. I don’t care if he’s a Prince. We aren’t fighting for crowns or thrones. We’re fighting for the sake of those who can’t do so themselves.” Nero turned away and walked to the edge of the mountain cliff, from which he had a great view of the surrounding Balium villages. “Even if my friend suddenly, for some reason, turns his sword against... even against the gods themselves, I will have his back. I’ll cover it up first, and then I’ll find out what demon he went crazy with. Because my honor tells me to do so. Because I know that whatever happens in this fucking world, he’ll do the exact same thing for me. I don’t care if he’s a Prince or not. I don’t care even if he’s the son of the bloodiest of the demons. I simply don’t care, Serra.” 
 
    “Maybe, Nero... You’re saying that now, but…” 
 
    “I understand,” the warrior nodded. “That’s why I want to ask you this. You once said that there is a kind of magic that affects one’s memory.” 
 
    “Yes,” Serra nodded, “But we’ll have to sacrifice something for it to work…” 
 
    “I,” Nero interrupted her. “I will sacrifice enough for both of us. Something dear to me. Something that is truly dear to me.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Nero raised his sword and cut off his long hair. He handed the bundle to Serra: 
 
    “My father always said that I have my mother’s hair. So I never cut it or dyed it to preserve the memory of my mother. That’s my sacrifice. Will it be enough? Is my hair and its color enough?” 
 
    “It is, but-” 
 
    “Let’s not delay, then” Nero said firmly. “Tomorrow, we’ll do a review of the troops with our friend. We must prepare for the invasion of the animals.” 
 
    Serra sighed and silently walked toward their tent. Hadjar stood there and stared at his friend... his brother. 
 
    “Why, you fool? Why did you get involved in all of this? Why didn’t you run away? Why?” Hadjar shouted, but the vortex of snow pulled him further and further in, until the vision faded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nero, are you coming?” 
 
    Nero jerked awake. 
 
    “Yeah… I could’ve sworn I’d seen…” 
 
    “It’s because of the blizzard. It can deceive you.” 
 
    He looked at the snowy mountains once more. She was right. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1384 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was standing over his friends’ graves. 
 
    “Did you change your hair color?” 
 
    “What? Ah, yes! I had an argument with Serra and she cursed me somehow.” 
 
    “It suits you, my friend.” 
 
    “Oh, please, don’t even think about kissing me, you dirty commoner!” 
 
    “Fucking nobleman!” 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar clenched his fists. “Why did you show me this?” He clutched at his heart. It hurt… It hurt so much. 
 
    “You’ve forgotten who you are, Hadjar,” a voice said from behind him. “You’ve forgotten where you’re going.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Hadjar shouted. “You don’t know anything! You don’t know…” 
 
    “Look at me, Hadjar.” 
 
    “No... Go away... Return to the darkness from which you came, specter.” 
 
    “Look at me, Hadjar. It’s time to meet your destiny.” 
 
    “Go away!” A blade as black as night appeared in Hadjar’s hand, and an armor forged from darkness covered his body. “Go away! Leave me alone…” 
 
    “You hid in this shell. You tried to hide from the pain. From the loneliness. But that won’t help you, Hadjar. It’ll only make it worse. You can’t run away from the battle. You can’t escape from fate.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the tombstones. Idiot… What an idiot you were, brother... You could’ve run away... You and Serra would’ve lived happily somewhere on the borders of the Sea of Sand. Maybe in an oasis where birds always sang, and the water was cold and delicious. You could’ve raised children and grown old together in peace and quiet… 
 
    “Go away…” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    “Go-” 
 
    “Look at me,” a heavy hand fell on Hadjar’s shoulder and forcefully turned him around. “Look at me, son!” 
 
    The same tall warrior was standing in front of Hadjar. A cloak drenched in the blood of his enemies and friends lay on his back. His hands clutched a shield and a sword. His armor, which had seen hundreds of battles, was covered in soot. His helmet lay on the ground. His brown hair lay across his shoulders, and a leather strap with metal inserts was wrapped around his forehead. 
 
    “Father...” Hadjar recoiled. 
 
    “You’ve forgotten who you are, son!” The King’s voice boomed. “You’ve forgotten who you are, Hadjar!” 
 
    “I don’t-” 
 
    “You’re a descendant of Kings! When you were born, I had a dream. I saw a warrior in armor forged from the sky rise above the mountains and stars. His cloak covered the whole world with a shadow in which all those who couldn’t fight for their fate were safely hidden away! And who do I see before me now? You disgrace the name of your ancestors, Hadjar! You’re a disgrace to your ancestors…” 
 
    The figure grew larger. Hadjar tried to take a step back, but ran into the tombstones of his brother and sister-in-law. 
 
    “It’s time for you to open your eyes.” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    Haver pushed Hadjar in the chest and he fell somewhere again. Deeper and deeper… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s all.” 
 
    A boy with white and black hair and eyes the color of hot coals straightened up and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He slung a hoe over his shoulder and held out his hand. Hadjar recognized him. He was the current dragon Emperor, only he was much younger. There was another dragon there who was also tall, but still shorter than the Emperor. He had black hair and clear yellow eyes with snakelike pupils. Master Traves. 
 
    The little Traves threw the little Emperor a flask of water. 
 
    “Good work today, Gargan.” 
 
    “It is, Traves,” the dragon threw back the flask and drained it dry in two powerful gulps. 
 
    “Then why are you so sad? Did that girl from the Mountain Snow tribe refuse you yet again?” 
 
    “That isn’t the point!” Gargan shouted back in annoyance, which only caused Traves to laugh. “It’s just... In a month, you may very well be the only one left who will still say my name. Gargan…” 
 
    Traves, who had been leaning on the hoe stuck in the ground all this time, came up to his brother and put his hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Damn ritual,” he said sympathetically. 
 
    “Damn ritual,” Gargan agreed. 
 
    After Gargan accepted the mark of the ruler of the dragon tribes, everyone around him would forget his name. They would know him only as the Dragon Emperor. Only Traves, a blood brother, his only living relative, would remember it. 
 
    “But I shouldn’t give my heart the opportunity to falter!” His scarlet eyes flashed menacingly. “This is the smallest sacrifice I can make for the good of our tribes. The battle of the Heavens and the Earth has devastated these lands, and if I have to revive our nation and lead it to prosperity, then so be it. I’ll take care of the dragon tribes. When we are strong enough, we’ll go to the humans. I truly believe, brother, that only by reviving the ancient union can we reach the peak of greatness together.” 
 
    “Great! These are no longer the words of a boy, but of a true Emperor.” 
 
    “Oh, go to the dwarves!” 
 
    “Why haven’t I seen you there before if you like them so much, brother?” Traves laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar moved again. He arrived at a familiar place. He was in the Last King’s memory, in the spot where his beloved wife, Ignis, had been treacherously captured and killed. Hadjar saw Sir Lidus wielding that same spear and the laughing Minister Ju, only now… Looking closely, he noticed something that he hadn’t seen before. A fine haze had been shimmering around the minister. A haze that clearly indicated that this was nothing but a spell. An incredibly strong and skillful mind-altering spell. This was a mental Technique that a simple wizard couldn’t have used. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar was standing in the corridor of the Ruby Palace. There were two figures next to him. One of them was Minister Ju, surrounded by the same haze as before, and someone who vaguely resembled Sin’Magan. They shared a lot of features. Even their horns curled the same way. 
 
    “Alvar’Magan, General of the Emperor’s guard.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency,” Alvar bowed. 
 
    The minister handed him a scroll. 
 
    “Here are the latest reports about the conspirators.” 
 
    The General accepted the scroll from the minister who wasn’t aware of what he was doing. He unfolded it and read it. He was shocked. 
 
    “The Dark Storm tribe? That’s impossible! Everyone knows that the future Emperor and that boy are friends! Has his Imperial Majesty already seen this-” 
 
    “Are you blind, Alvar? Don’t you see his seal on the report?” 
 
    The same haze flickered around the General’s head. He looked down at the end of the scroll and nodded mournfully. 
 
    “I do,” he nodded. “This is an authentic seal.” 
 
    There was no seal there. And now the memories were already taking Hadjar further along the winds of time. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1385 
 
      
 
    Two warriors were standing opposite each other on a field. It was overgrown with weeds and wild grass. The Dark Storm tribe’s houses had turned into hills. The bloodied Emperor was leaning on two swords that were much weaker than the ones he now owned. Traves held a spear-staff in front of him. It was hard to say how their duel would end. 
 
    “My father...” Gargan said, spitting out blood and wheezing. “He couldn’t have... given... that order.” 
 
    Traves was silent. In his eyes, rage was mixed with confusion. 
 
    “You know that,” the Emperor straightened up and, twirling his swords, plunged them into the ground. “Deep down in your heart, you know it as well as I do. I swear to you, Traves, I’ll find out everything about that night. I’ll find everyone who was involved in the Dark Storm tribe’s tragedy. I-” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Traves interrupted him, spitting in anger. “Go away, Gargan, and don’t come back. Let no one from the tribes set foot on this land. If they come, I swear by the Great Ancestor that I’ll raze everything to the ground. I’ll kill everyone. I’ll make armor out of their skulls and arrows from their bones. When there is no one else left, I’ll go to the Ancestors’ court myself.” 
 
    Traves spat again, then turned around and, limping heavily and leaning on his staff, went into the forest. 
 
    Hadjar wanted to scream, to warn his Master, but the river of time carried him further and further away, inexorable and uncaring. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He saw a beautiful, cozy house. On its porch sat a girl who didn’t have unprecedented beauty, but still possessed incredible femininity. She was singing a song and stroking her stomach. Soon, she was going to have a baby. Her husband, Traves, was working somewhere in the field. He planted magic trees, the fruits of which were eaten by the dragons of the Ruby Mountains. It was a simple, but worthy occupation. 
 
    “Daughter.” 
 
    “Father,” the girl was truly surprised. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “So, you gave up the splendor and glory of palaces and pavilions for this? For a life in the mud and poverty? With this... this... bastard.” 
 
    The girl frowned. She tried to get up, but something stopped her. 
 
    “I came here to forgive you, my stupid daughter.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for your forgiveness...” Her lips froze, as if some magic was preventing her from moving a single muscle. 
 
    “All you have to do is swear an oath to me that when the baby is born, you’ll give him to me, and then you’ll kill your husband in his sleep.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened in horror, then flashed with unprecedented anger. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the shadow continued. “Your baby will be fine. He’ll grow up and become strong. We’ll pull the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ Technique out of your husband’s dead body. When the time comes, your son will take the second volume of it. He’ll become an Emperor and... Well, since he is my grandson, it would probably be fair if I let him live for a few years. And then… I’m sorry, but I know how to manage the region better than you mentally retarded slugs.” The shadow laughed. The girl remained motionless. “Well, I can see that you don’t really want to listen to your father’s instructions. No matter, I was ready for this. Fortunately, my Master taught me what to do.” 
 
    A blue stream of energy that was vaguely familiar to Hadjar flew out of the shadow’s sleeve. Like an angry snake, exuding an aura of negative mental energy, it rushed toward the girl’s face. But something unexpected happened. Maybe the shadow had loosened its control earlier than it had meant to. Maybe the girl had found a reserve of inner strength. Maybe something else entirely had happened, but whatever the case, she jumped up and swung the knife that had been lying on the table next to her all this time. The shadow reacted automatically and the spell, which had been entangling Traves’ wife with its sinister threads, jerked her to the side. She stumbled, fell, and… 
 
    “No! No!” The shadow shouted. 
 
    The knife was sticking right out of the girl’s stomach. She’d also hit her head on the corner of the table. Thick, viscous blood oozed from her temple. Her eyes were now frozen, like soulless glass. 
 
    Hadjar stood there in silence. He’d understood everything a while ago, but the memories kept going. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar saw Traves. The exhausted dragon was in the very same cave in which Hadjar’s own journey had truly begun. His Master, in his true form, was lying on the rocks, chained up. Minister Ju was standing in front of him. 
 
    “What a sad story, Great Hero Traves...” He declared with obvious mockery. Traves only turned toward the opposite wall. “What? Don’t you want to talk to me?” The minister continued to mock him. Then, suddenly, another voice spoke up. “Maybe you’ll speak now?” 
 
    “Chin’Ameh?” Traves roared. 
 
    Traves was right. It was the Head of the Magic Dawn Pavilion who suddenly came out of the shadow of the minister who had frozen like a statue. 
 
    “By the Great Ancestor! How did you get in here? Whatever, it doesn’t matter, release me right now!” 
 
    “Release you?” Chin’Ameh stroked his beard and paced alongside the chains. “I could do that, but... I won’t.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Understanding was suddenly reflected in Traves’ eyes. He had grasped the reason behind everything wrong that had happened in his life. 
 
    “Gevestus has taught you well... Yes, he definitely has. Oh, are you surprised that I know your Master’s name? You see, it’s kind of funny… It turns out that the one your Master hated so much is my own Master, the court mage of the first Dragon Emperor.” 
 
    Damn it… Damn it all to the abyss! Hadjar definitely remembered that hunched old dragon in a shadowy hood who’d tried to destroy his Name of the Wind. 
 
    “His Shadow taught me well... and told me a lot. But the most important thing he gave me was his Inheritance, with its many treasures and secrets. Including knowledge about some meditation Techniques.” 
 
    “Chin’Ameh... why?” 
 
    “Well, for the same reasons as everyone else,” the mage shrugged his shoulders. “Why do all the other poor devils live and fight in this cursed world? For the sake of strength and power. Power like this. Bark, you faithful dog.” 
 
    The shimmer over Minister Ju’s head flared up a little brighter and the dragon barked with such fervor that it became uncomfortable to watch him do it. 
 
    “You... You killed your own…” 
 
    “Daughter,” Chin’Ameh finished for Traves. “I also killed the last Emperor. And the mother of the current one. And your whole family, and... My whole family. But don’t be too quick to judge me. When you play a game of chess, you have to sacrifice some pieces.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Traves growled. “I’ll rip out your heart! I’ll burn your soul! I’ll drink your blood! You’ll never get to see the Great Ancestor. I swear, these will be the last words that you will ever hear in-” 
 
    “Shut up!” Chin’Ameh waved his hand and the chains tightened, depriving Traves of his ability to move at all. “You won’t get out of here. Never. How do I know that? You see, my Master told me a little about the past. He told me strange things: during the battle of the Heavens and the Earth, he met someone who claimed that he was a disciple of Gevestus’ disciple. A disciple of Traves. That the Emperor treated him, a simple halfbreed, as a friend. Strange, isn’t it? I didn’t pay it any mind at first. But then you, Traves, were born in the Dark Storm tribe, and I felt the breath of fate... You see, you won’t get out of here.” Chin’Ameh came close to Traves. The dragon in chains was breathing heavily with rage and frustration, but there was nothing he could do. “When this descendant of yours appears, you won’t be able to tell him anything.” A magic rune slipped from Chin’Ameh’s lips and was absorbed into Traves’ scales. “When he comes, you’ll give him your heart. In return, you’ll demand that he kill the Emperor. Well, to avoid scaring him off, you’ll ask for something else first. I don’t know what... Something that won’t hurt me or my plan.” A few more runes were absorbed into Traves’ scales. “So try to hold on, Traves. I would say see you later, but, alas, this is goodbye, you utter fool.” 
 
    Chin’Ameh and Minister Ju disappeared into the shadows and a stream of Ice-water once again roared in the cave, but the roar of the unfortunate dragon was much louder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar fell to his knees. 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    “He tried, son,” Haver towered over him like an impregnable rock. “He tried with all his might. He gave you as many hints as he could. But you were blind. And deaf. A coward. So weak… You failed him. You failed me. Your home. Your ancestors. You forgot who you were…” 
 
    “I…” Hadjar looked at his trembling hands. 
 
    “But I want to ask you something, my son,” Haver came closer. “Have your battle drums stopped?” 
 
    Hadjar clenched his fists. 
 
    “Has your battle cry ceased?” 
 
    Haver held out his hand. 
 
    “Are you not my son anymore? Are you not the Mad General anymore? Is there anything in this world that can make you falter? That can block your sword?” 
 
    Hadjar grabbed his father’s wrist like it was the only thing that could save him from the abyss in which he was drowning. 
 
    “As long as there are those who need your help, my son, you will have to fight. As long as there are those whom your sword must punish, you must fight. Because you are my son. Because you are a General.” 
 
    Hadjar raised his sky-blue eyes. They shone with a will that could split the Heavens and shake the Earth. 
 
    “Yes, father.” His words sounded like the thunder of war. 
 
    “Then go, my son. Live freely…” 
 
    “Die with honor,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    Haver’s shadow disappeared, leaving Hadjar standing alone at his brother’s grave. He turned to the tombstone and took two bracelets from it. Pulling out a steel plate from each of them, he folded them like a dagger and plunged them into his chest with all his might. Black blood gushed out of the wound and, roaring like an awakened beast, Hadjar tore a black clot out of his chest. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1386 
 
      
 
    “Finish him off, halfbreed!” Chin’Ameh shouted excitedly. He was already anticipating his victory. He could feel the game, which had lasted many epochs, coming to an end. Sometimes, Chin’Ameh had been on the verge of defeat. The last time this had happened had been when Minister Ju had died after their little performance. Chin’Ameh hadn’t taken into account the fact that with the cultivator’s death, the power of the Dark Mind Ribbon would weaken. Ju had tried to tell Hadjar not to believe him, but even if he had done so, Hadjar wouldn’t have listened to him. By that time, the cursed ribbon had already been firmly entrenched in the boy’s mind. “This ribbon will lead you to your beloved…” These idiots always believed in stories about love! And now he, Chin’Ameh, would become the greatest dragon. He would combine magic and martial arts and ascend to such lofty heights that… 
 
    “AAAHHH!” 
 
    Suddenly, the sky cracked above his head. 
 
    “What? What’s going on?” 
 
    He was looking down, at the bottom of the deep crater, where the last scene of his grand plan was supposed to take place. Hadjar was supposed to kill the Emperor, and Chin’Ameh was supposed to destroy the brain of his puppet with the Ribbon. Everything else would be rather easy after that. It would just take him a few decades to finish off the Princess who always suspected him of everything and because of whom he had been thrown in jail. One way or another, both scrolls of the ultimate dragon meditation Technique would end up in his hands. 
 
    But then why did he have this sense of foreboding? Why did it feel like something inevitable was staring at him hungrily? It was a frightening feeling, almost as if he was all alone and facing off against an entire army of wild demons that were ready to tear his soul apart. Chin’Ameh looked down again. 
 
    “What? Who’s that?” 
 
    Instead of a mighty warrior with large muscles encased in black steel armor, he saw a young man. He was still strong, but he no longer looked like a bear in human form. His gray, almost white hair was streaming behind him, pulled back into a ponytail. It sometimes merged with the clouds floating across his azure-colored clothes. Stars shone on his blue cloak, and a sword glowed in his hands. It had a hilt as black as night and a bright blue blade, upon which the Quetzal bird, soaring amongst the stars, was spreading its white wings. 
 
    “What... how…” 
 
    The young man opened his left fist and a black lump of mucus fell to the ground, and from it, a torn ribbon appeared. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Emperor,” Hadjar turned to Gargan. He hoped it wasn’t too late. “I was-” 
 
    “I saw it,” the Emperor got to his feet and looked up at the sky. “I saw everything with your eyes. You had a worthy father, Traves’ descendant. He came back from the circle of rebirth to help you one last time. Now he’ll have to wait for his rebirth for another hundred epochs. But don’t beat yourself up over it. That is what parents do — they take care of us even after their deaths.” 
 
    Hadjar clenched his fist. He was too weak. Weak and stupid. 
 
    “Now stand back, you who are called Hadjar Darkhan, the Wind of the Northern Valleys,” the Emperor stepped forward. His eyes were blazing with rage. Every step he took was pure anger. Every breath of his was raw power. Like a living element, he walked toward the crater. His every word rang out amongst the ancient rocks. “I can finally see my enemy! The time has come to fulfill my and my brother’s vows! Chin’Ameh, listen to the last words you will ever hear! I’ll kill you! I’ll rip out your heart! I’ll burn your soul! I’ll drink your blood! You’ll never get to the Great Ancestor! As my brother said!” 
 
    A huge white flame swirled into the sky, where a battle began, the likes of which Hadjar hadn’t seen before. Chin’Ameh’s and the Emperor’s power was so great that the ancient dome was simply smashed to pieces and the surrounding dragons scattered everywhere in their panic. A storm thundered and the battle raged, a battle that had been many eons in the making. 
 
    “Hadjar.” 
 
    Since he was being protected by the blue wind, he’d ended up getting distracted. The Princess and Tash’Magan were standing next to him. 
 
    “Princess,” Hadjar bowed. “Tash, I have to-” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize,” Tened interrupted him and placed her hand on Hadjar’s shoulder. “It’s me who should be apologizing. I’ve always suspected Chin’Ameh, but... I don’t know what just happened, but we’ve all seen that memory from Traves’ cave.” 
 
    Hadjar mentally thanked his father’s spirit for not showing everything to the dragons. 
 
    “We were all deceived by this... traitor,” the Princess grimaced. “He perverted the best in us, in our union with humans... Oh, Great Ancestor, how much we must’ve missed-” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Tash rasped, still weak, “But the shield won’t last long,” she pointed to the scarlet hieroglyphs radiating from her artifact that was circling around them. “Moreover, I received a report just now — the troops of the seven Empires are on their way here. We need to-” 
 
    “Fuck!” Hadjar swore. “Erhard, you couldn’t have chosen a worse time if you’d tried.” 
 
    “Erhard?” The Princess asked, “That’s a very familiar name-” 
 
    “Excuse me, my Princess,” Hadjar bowed, apologizing for his rudeness, then turned toward the burning skies, where the two dragons were fighting. “Emperor, I-” 
 
    “Go!” A voice thundered. “I’ll tear this traitor apart with my own fangs!” 
 
    “It’s me who will tear out your heart, Emperor!” Another voice sounded. “The throne and the scrolls will be mine!” 
 
    Hadjar turned back to the Princess, “Your Highness, gather everyone you can and take shelter in the Ruby Palace. Whatever happens, don’t come out.” 
 
    “There is no honor in this, Hadjar!” Tened was indignant. 
 
    Honor... honor… Hadjar dug his heel into the still twitching clot of darkness. What a filthy abomination. How long had it… Best not to think about that. 
 
    “There is the honor of a warrior, my Princess, and then there are the duties of a ruler. If something goes wrong, the region will need a ruler. You have no right to risk your life.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do-” 
 
    Hadjar met Tash’s gaze. She nodded and approached the Princess, then struck her on the base of the skull. The girl immediately went limp. Tash hoisted Tened’s body onto the flying raft and, still protected by the artifact, flew away toward the Palace. Hadjar, closing his eyes, took a step forward and faded like a haze of blue wind. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1387 
 
      
 
    “Brothers and sisters!” Erhard raised his sword to the sky. He was standing in front of an army of ten million fighters gathered from all over the seven Empires. Huge war machines towered behind them and air squadrons were hovering in the sky, ready for the signal to begin. It would be no exaggeration to say that the seven Empires had never seen such a powerful army before. “Today, we’ll throw off the yoke of the Lords of the Heavens! We’ll stand up proudly and proclaim that we won’t be slaves! We won’t be servants! We are the blacksmiths of our own destiny! We, and only we, will decide how we live and die!” 
 
    The army responded with a single slam of weapons against the steel of armor. This roar almost drowned out the roar of the battle that was unfolding far to the west. Erhard didn’t know what was going on there, but judging by the echo of the energies and the way the skies were burning with white fire, two incredibly powerful beings were fighting there. Well, if the dragons were busy with internal problems, that was even better. Finally, the day had come. 
 
    Ignis, today I’ll finally… 
 
    Suddenly, the army quieted down. The sounds stopped. A deep silence hung over the valley. Erhard turned around. A tall young man was standing behind him. His muscular, slim body had been created for only one purpose — to fight. Instead of armor, azure robes with clouds floating on them covered him. Stars shone on his cloak, and a blue blade with a black hilt rested in his hand. His gray hair framed a handsome, young face with terribly old, blue eyes full of indomitable will. 
 
    “Hadjar!” Erhard was delighted to see him, though he hadn’t immediately recognized him. “I knew that you would still come! I didn’t doubt your-” 
 
    “Stop, King,” Hadjar spoke quietly and calmly, but his voice, by some miracle, was heard by everyone both on the ground and in the sky. “Your path is false. Your anger is directed at the wrong person. Revenge won’t lead to anything good, believe me. Just stop.” 
 
    The phrase popped up from Hadjar’s memory by itself: “...power in inaction...” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Hadjar?” Erhard lowered his sword, and heard the warriors whispering behind him. “Don’t listen to him, my brave fighters! The illustrious General is under the influence of the dragon mages!” 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t even looking at Erhard. He was looking behind him. There, amongst the many assembled warriors, he spotted familiar faces: Shakur, who had grown up into a worthy son of his father. Einen himself, who was looking at Hadjar with obvious relief. Paris Dinos, who had let go of his revenge. Anise, Dora, Rekka Geran, and others. Hadjar felt an incredible warmth in his heart when he looked at these faces. But… He knew that whatever happened now, he would never see them again, because his path lay beyond them. It was filled with only one thing — loneliness. But he would endure. Because it was necessary. Because only he could do so. That was his way and that was his... honor. 
 
    He met Einen’s eyes. Erhard was saying something, but Hadjar didn’t hear him. 
 
    “Hello, friend.” 
 
    “Hello, brother.” 
 
    That was all their looks said to each other, because there was no need for words between truly kindred souls. 
 
    Hadjar called upon the Wind. He was fast. Faster than anyone could imagine a swordsman ever being. There wasn’t a single echo, not a single flash of power. The grass didn’t move. The wind didn’t whistle. Hadjar melted away like a blue wind to face Erhard. 
 
    “You can rest now, King.” 
 
    The Blue Blade pierced the Last King’s heart. With a mighty effort of will, Hadjar forbade his sword from touching the Spirit of the great ruler of the past. There was no honor in that. Hadjar reached out to the Wind and his faithful friend carried several memories of the past to each of those who had come to the Ruby Mountains in search of justice, not knowing that all this time, this very same justice had been oh so close. Hadjar laid Erhard’s lifeless body on the ground and, straightening back up, met Einen’s gaze. The islander nodded. 
 
    “Live freely,” he said without words. 
 
    “Die with honor,” Hadjar replied, after which he turned into a blue haze. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A tired warrior walked through the fields, caressing the tall rye with his palm. When he reached the well, he sat down next to it. 
 
    “Are you tired?” A young woman standing next to him asked. 
 
    “I am,” the warrior nodded. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Erhard looked up. Ignis tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and smiled broadly at him. 
 
    “I’ll fix the roof of our barn,” the Last King replied. “Soon, we’ll harvest the crops. Maybe someone in the surrounding villages won’t have enough. We need more supplies. If an evil winter comes, we will be able to share with them.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Erhard looked ahead at the fields full of rye and millet. If they worked hard, there would be enough bread for everyone… Finally... Finally, he had come to the end of his path. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar looked at his right palm. The old scar from the blood oath still glittered there. 
 
    “One day, you’ll understand which is more important: planting a tree or killing the Emperor… Only your own power is important. Only it will help you achieve your goals… Always listen to your heart, Hadjar. Sometimes, it knows better than the mind.” 
 
    “Master,” Hadjar whispered. “I’ve let you down so much.” 
 
    Closing his eyes and calming his heart, Hadjar strengthened his will and directed a step toward the throne room. There, under a high ceiling of rubies, stood the throne of the ruler of the White Dragon region. This wasn’t the time to reproach himself. This wasn’t the time to atone for sins. His journey wasn’t over yet. It was just beginning… 
 
    Today, the hall was especially crowded: nobles, courtiers, simple peasants, merchants, and artisans were all standing around the throne. Even more people were gathered at the foot of the Palace. All of them were waiting for only one thing… 
 
    There, on the throne, holding the hand of his daughter, sat the bloody ruler. His left arm was missing from the elbow down. His right side had been burned with acid and fire. Part of his hair was missing, exposing his broken horns. His broken Star level blades lay at his feet, and only his scarred armor kept the blood from gushing out of his numerous wounds. 
 
    “Hadjar,” he said. 
 
    With great effort, ignoring the pain it caused him, he threw someone’s head at the feet of the man walking toward him. Hadjar didn’t need to look at it to recognize it. He simply stepped over the forever-silent Chin’Ameh and approached the throne. 
 
    “I swore an oath, Your Majesty,” he said heavily. “But, by the High Heavens, I won’t sully myself with such a stain of dishonor.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the Emperor drawled. 
 
    “Father!” Tened choked out, fighting back tears. 
 
    “What... do you suggest?” The ruler asked him. 
 
    “Renounce the throne. I will become the Emperor and drive a blade into my own heart-” 
 
    “Hadjar!” 
 
    “You can’t…” 
 
    “You’ve uncovered a great conspiracy, we can’t possibly allow…” 
 
    “The whole country owes you…” 
 
    “You’ve prevented…” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t listen to them. He did and said what his honor told him to do. It was difficult. Very difficult. But after all these years, it was also... soothing. 
 
    “I don’t know how, but, by the High Heavens, I’ll survive,” he continued. “That way, I’ll fulfill my oath and also save your life, and-” 
 
    “A good plan, Hadjar,” the Emperor interrupted him with a nod. 
 
    “Father!” Tened screamed. 
 
    “Bend over, Hadjar, so that I can draw the mark upon you.” 
 
    Hadjar approached the throne and bent down. The Emperor’s charred but still firm hand wrapped around his wrist and forcefully drew the Blue Blade across his own throat. 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    “Emperor!” 
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty!” 
 
    The Emperor fell on the steps, landing right at the foot of his throne. 
 
    “Now... all... the oaths... are fulfilled...” He croaked. 
 
    Smiling, he reached out with his hand to the Princess’ face... The Empress, now, between whose eyebrows a red symbol was already appearing. Tened... What a beautiful name… That had been the name of Traves’ mother… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A hoe sank into the ground. A young man, tall and thin, straightened up and wiped his sweaty face. Spotting something out of the corner of his eye, he caught a flask thrown at him. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” he said, and greedily took a sip from the bottle. 
 
    “Don’t drink it all,” another young man with red eyes and dual-colored hair said. “The sun is still high in the sky, there is a lot of work left to do.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Together, they continued to dig up the ground, dropping seeds into the furrows as they did so. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The Emperor is dead! Long live the Empress!” Thundered in the Palace. 
 
    “The Emperor is dead! Long live the Empress!” Sounded over the mountains. 
 
    Hadjar moved his hand across the former ruler’s face, closing his eyes. 
 
    “Honestly, Hadji, my dear friend, I’ve never understood these mournful expressions on people’s faces when someone dies. Isn’t it better to drink wine and dance?” 
 
    Hadjar turned around abruptly. 
 
    “Haven’t you missed me, honey? Well, here I am, as handsome and good as always. Now, let’s go. We have a lot of things to do.” 
 
    No one had time to react as Hadjar was covered with a shadow and then disappeared in a flash of darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fucking shit, Helmer! Where are we?” 
 
    “Have you changed your hairstyle? You seem somehow different. Have you finally had sex? You’re just glowing, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Helmer…” 
 
    “Don’t growl at me, my friend. We’re at my house. Welcome to the Demon Lands!”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1388 
 
      
 
    A little boy was sitting on a high hill and wiping away the tears falling from his inhuman eyes that had long, vertical pupils. The fact that the child belonged to a nonhuman race was also evident from the small horns sticking out from underneath his black hair. The boy clutched a wooden toy to his chest and cried. 
 
    “Why are they like this?” He whispered, sobbing. “Why are they so evil?” He touched his bloody lips and grimaced when his palm accidentally brushed against the numerous abrasions and bruises. “They say I mustn’t go up into the mountains,” he whispered, stroking the toy. The wooden mountain cat looked at its friend with its empty, beady eyes. “They say that the Ameh mustn’t live in the highlands. Why are they so evil? My ancestors faithfully served the First Emperor…” 
 
    The boy cried, hugging the toy tightly. It was the only thing he had left from his parents, who had gone to explore the distant borders of the mountains and become victims of some wild monsters. 
 
    The boy had been taken to the Ruby Palace. He performed the simple work of a page and an apprentice in the kitchens. In exchange, he was fed and allowed to sleep in the spare rooms. That was why he never knew where he would fall asleep in the evenings. That was his life. 
 
    The Ameh family of the Magic Dawn tribe had always faithfully served the Council of Tribes, and then the First Emperor, who’d united the disparate dragon tribes and led them in the battle of the Heavens and the Earth. They even said that Hu-Chin, the Blue Flame, was one of the ancestors of the Magic Dawn tribe. He had been the last of the wingless dragon mages who’d subordinated the True Names of the Wind, enclosing them in the pearl of flight. 
 
    And now this boy, the only bearer of the magical blood of great dragons, was humiliated every day by the offspring of the highland clans. 
 
    “They don’t consider me to be their equal simply because I don’t have expensive toys, beautiful clothes, servants, and…” He shook his head. Putting the toy down on the stones, the boy got up and looked at the towering mountains in front of him. “I’m not any worse than them,” he said firmly and without any doubt. “My parents were worth... are worth ten of their parents. They’re cowering in their Palaces, not even poking their noses outside the Ruby Palace. They are afraid of everyone that walks, breathes, or flies: humans, monsters... Just because the Emperor has lost his ‘Path Through the Clouds…’” 
 
    The boy had heard about it from his parents. That was why they and the other greatest dragons, such as the Magan clan, had left to search for lost knowledge. The two Techniques, which had been bestowed upon the dragons before they’d even had wings, were the foundation of their prosperity. It was thanks to these scrolls that they’d gotten their title of ‘Lords of the Heavens.’ 
 
    The first scroll brought the human form of a dragon to the Spirit Knight level. The second one could be used from the Lord level and could bring a dragon all the way to Immortality. 
 
    The boy had once asked why there was such a gap in the scrolls. His father had explained to him that it was much more difficult for dragons to connect their external and internal energies, as everyone had to find their own way to break through this barrier. Now… 
 
    “Chin…” 
 
    The boy was distracted from his musings. The wind seemed to call to him. However, that wasn’t possible. Chin was well versed in the theory of magic, True Words, external energy, and everything else related to the magic arts. His father had been none other than Elis’Ameh, one of the best dragon mages. Even the First Emperor had respected his father, even though the ruler disliked wizards. Something had happened in the distant past that had made the Emperor hate the magic arts. 
 
    “Chin...” The boy heard again. 
 
    “Who are you?” He exclaimed. “Who’s calling me? Are you a restless Spirit?” 
 
    “No, Chin... I’m just a shadow of the shadow of the one who walked these lands back in the days when the Magic Dawn tribe still remembered its true power... And its duty…” 
 
    A shadow of a shadow? Chin remembered his father’s lessons well. He knew that this was the name of the fragments of souls left behind by strong cultivators so that they could pass on their Inheritance, the quintessence of their path of cultivation, all to ensure that their efforts and aspirations wouldn’t get lost in the abyss with their deaths. But minor demons and restless Spirits often tried to impersonate Shadows. They would trap children like Chin and then devour their flesh, Spirit, and energy. 
 
    “You won’t deceive me, restless Spirit!” Chin grabbed the toy and was about to run when a voice stopped him. 
 
    “Chin, look at your coat of arms.” 
 
    The boy stopped. He touched his chest with his right hand, feeling the place where the coat of arms of his family rested dormant above his heart. Or rather, it was no longer dormant. Dragon coats of arms had a unique feature: every time one of their relatives was nearby, the coat of arms would shine slightly, as if welcoming their kindred. Thanks to this feature, it was possible to find out if there was someone else of the same bloodline nearby by using a little energy. 
 
    However, no matter how hard Chin had tried, his coat of arms had always looked like a black, sleeping tattoo. He was the last of the Ameh. The last of the Magic Dawn tribe. The knowledge of his tribe was lost. Rich families had stolen his parents’ estate, and the ruler had been too busy and had disliked magic too much to worry about it. He’d even hired druids from among the stone trolls to perform the functions that had once been performed by the Magic Dawn tribe and had brought them great honor. 
 
    Chin didn’t know why he did it, but he pushed back the hem of his simple clothes. Hot tears burst from his eyes again. The coat of arms on his chest was flickering. It was barely noticeable, almost invisible, but it was there. 
 
    “Dad?” Chin asked hopefully. Even knowing that his father hadn’t been strong enough to leave behind an Inheritance, he still hoped. 
 
    “I’m more like your great-grandfather, little Chin,” the voice replied. “I’m so sorry, but you are the last of our once great tribe.” 
 
    The boy bowed his head. Inside his soul, the last string connecting him to the last island of hope that he would one day get to embrace his parents once again… broke. 
 
    “What... what do you want from me, glorious ancestor?” 
 
    “Chin, you are the last of us, which means that you have a great and terrible fate at the same time.” 
 
    The boy frowned, “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Listen to me carefully, Chin. The fate of the whole world depends on whether you’ll be able to handle this task or not. I served the First Emperor faithfully. Our Magic Dawn tribe taught him how to combine his external and internal energies in such a way as to strengthen himself to an incredible degree. When he learned the ‘Path Through the Stars,’ he became the strongest dragon in history.” 
 
    Chin hadn’t known that the Magic Dawn tribe had taught the first ruler magic. 
 
    “But something very dark and evil hardened the ruler’s heart. He hated our kind. He made me a miserable cripple just because I dared to argue with him.” 
 
    Chin had heard such a story before: right before the battle of the Heavens and the Earth, the head of their tribe had suggested that other forces might be involved in everything that was happening and that it wasn’t worth rushing into battle under someone else’s standards. The ruler had then accused the tribal leader of cowardice and punished him with terrible injuries. Until the end of his days, their tribe’s leader had had to wear a black, hooded robe that covered his body and face. He’d never been able to stand straight again. He had died in agony, as a hunchback. 
 
    “Just before I died, before I fell in the battle of the Heavens and the Earth, a terrible truth was revealed to me… I saw a boy from the Thundercloud clan. For a moment, the future revealed to me that the ancient gods would fall, the flame would leave the coals, the chains would heat up, and the end would come.” 
 
    “The end? The end of what?” 
 
    “The end of everything, little Chin. The one whom I saw back then brings with him only destruction. The death of everything and everyone.” 
 
    “That’s the Enemy,” the boy nodded. “But you defeated the Enemy. You imprisoned him in the Mountain of Skulls.” 
 
    “No, little Chin. The Enemy is cunning and insidious. He made us think we had won to gain even more strength, to sharpen his sword even more. I saw the Enemy with my own two eyes. He still walks among us. He whispers evil words into our ears, inclining our hearts toward darkness and destruction. The Enemy was never defeated.” 
 
    Chin shook his head desperately, “That’s im-” 
 
    “And yet, that’s how it is. Only you can prevent it.” 
 
    “Me? But how? I’m just-” 
 
    “You’re from the Magic Dawn tribe! You’re the last bearer of eternal wisdom and knowledge! There’s a power in you, Chin, that you don’t even know about. I’ll teach you how to use it. And you, in turn, will fulfill the duty of our tribe and save this world.” 
 
    He would be taught magic. He would be taught how to subdue the wind and the earth, how to light a flame in ice and how to turn the very clouds into steel. 
 
    “But the price, little Chin, is high... To save this world, you’ll have to sacrifice the blood of everyone who is related to the Thundercloud tribe, and your own blood as well. When the time comes, you’ll destroy the original scrolls of the ‘Path Through the Clouds’ and ‘Path Through the Stars,’ then finish your own path. Only when the last dragons connected by blood to the Thundercloud and Magic Dawn tribes go to the Great Ancestor will the world be saved. That was my vision.” 
 
    The boy stood there, hesitating. He didn’t know what to say. He was too shocked to notice the blue thread of energy slowly creeping under his clothes. After a few moments, he replied: 
 
    “Yes, venerable ancestor. I agree. I’ll save this world, even at the cost of everyone I care about. The Enemy will finally be defeated, and the glory of the Magic Dawn tribe will reach the Seventh Heaven.” 
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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 15<<< give a star and a review please, it helps the series a lot! 
 
    My Patreon (EXTRA CHAPTERS)  
 
    Amazon author’s page <<< to follow! 
 
    Facebook  
 
    Goodreads page <<< copypaste your Amazon review there! Thanks))  
 
   


  
 

 The book 16 is AVAILABLE for the PRE-ORDER 
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    Patreon (First free chapters of the 16th book will be here) 
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 What to read next 
 
      
 
    Mike Ignatov: Wasteland (5 of 9 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 (8 of 9 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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