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 Prologue 
 
    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 1500 chapters spanning 16 books.  
 
    7 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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    Have a pleasant reading!  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 534 
 
    [image: ]  
 
    In a hollow, hidden from the eyes of the sky pirates by overhanging trees, lay a man. His worn-out and patched clothes had turned into tattered, dirty rags at this point. Every inch of him was covered in blood or terrible wounds. His breathing was irregular. With each breath he took, an unnatural, painful whistle could be heard. Even an unskilled healer would’ve immediately known that his ribs were broken and his lungs had been punctured. He let out a soft groan. Every movement he made and every breath he took caused him terrible pain. Despite the fact he was a mid-stage Heaven Soldier, it was hard to imagine that anyone could’ve survived such a fall. 
 
    A tiger cub crawled out from the remnants of his shirt. She stretched, yawned, and looked at the poor man. The little tigress cocked her head to one side and let out a low growl. Streams of blue-white energy swirled around her. Flashes of blue fire and white lightning bolts could be seen within them. Suddenly, the vortex of power contracted and a huge tigress leapt out of it. Her fur was white with black stripes. She lowered her head. When she was almost touching the wounded man’s face with her muzzle, she frowned. 
 
    All the wild animals that had been stalking toward their potential dinner instantly scattered in all directions. They were afraid of the Ancient Beast aura that was emanating from the tigress, who lay on her belly on the cold, blood-drenched ground. As carefully as she could manage, she picked up the young man by the edges of his clothes. The man groaned again in pain but didn’t wake up as the tigress placed him onto her back. Once he was situated on her thick fur, the tigress coiled her tail. Wrapping it around the man’s torso, she held him tightly and snarled as she straightened up. 
 
    Her roar, meant to demonstrate her power, which was equal to the peak of the Spirit Knight level, reverberated throughout the valley. Like an avalanche, it swept away most of the predators that might’ve tried to fight her. The roar said: I, a mighty tiger, am coming through. Anyone who stands in my way will die to my claws and lightning bolts! 
 
    The weak beasts got out of her way. The ones that were stronger didn’t want to waste their time and energy fighting an Ancient Beast. If the core of a human Spirit Knight had been at stake, they would’ve considered attacking, but since it was just a Heaven Soldier’s core… The stronger beasts finally decided to go away and let this stranger leave their forest. The tigress didn’t intend to claim any of their territory or to hunt here, after all. She didn’t pose a threat to their power and authority. It was sometimes much easier for animals to reach a mutual understanding than it was for humans. 
 
    Making sure that her unfortunate, trouble-prone friend wouldn’t fall off her back, Azrea made her first leap. There wasn’t much time left — the Hunting Spirits would soon be coming for his soul. If she didn’t hurry, her two-legged friend would go to the eternal hunting grounds. 
 
    Lightning shrouded in blue fire raced through the forest. From time to time, one could catch a glimpse of a huge tigress within it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A carriage drawn by six horses rolled steadily down the wide, well-kept Lascanian road. After a week of travelling, its passengers were sick of everything: the monotonous landscapes, the empty small talk and discussions about the way of cultivation, and, most of all, each other. Right now, they were immersed in deep meditation. They were disciples of the small ‘Red Mule’ school situated close to the border. They were heading to that very border with the Darnassus Empire to test their skills in real battle. According to their Masters and Mentors, this was the only way for a cultivator to become a true warrior and get a chance to advance further along the path of cultivation. However, none of them had warned their disciples that the journey to the border would be so boring. 
 
    “Damn it!” One of them, a young man, slammed his fist against the armrest of his seat. Fortunately, he didn’t put any power into it, otherwise, since he was at the initial stage of the Heaven Soldier level, he would’ve easily smashed it to pieces. “I’m going mad with boredom! Why don’t any sky vessels ever depart from our town?” 
 
    The two girls that had been keeping him company were roused from their meditation. They looked at each other and simultaneously rolled their eyes. 
 
    “Derek,” the pretty brunette said with a tight smile. All three were seventeen springs old. “It’s probably because our Baron can barely maintain his own schooner, so having a fleet would be too expensive for our region.” 
 
    “I know,” Derek, the Baron’s son, murmured. 
 
    He stroked the hilts of his daggers and looked out the window. The forests and fields merged into a yellow-green blur. He looked at the cloudless sky and the merciless, scorching sun. 
 
    Derek hated Lascan’s western border. Even more than that, he hated Darnassus. That’s why, the moment the opportunity to visit the battlefield had presented itself, Derek had pounced on it. Gritting his teeth, he clutched the medallion that had been left to him by his mother, who hadn’t lived to see her son get accepted into the ‘Red Mule’ school, the best martial arts school in their Barony. 
 
    “Look!” The third member of their group suddenly exclaimed — a tall, slender girl with cloud-white hair. 
 
    She was gesturing toward the path that led into the forest. At first, Derek and the brunette didn’t understand what their friend was pointing at. But, a moment later, they grabbed their weapons and jumped out of the carriage. As soon as the door opened, the six horses stopped and energy shields flashed around the carriage. Magic hieroglyphs and runes swirled over its roof. The light they radiated thickened and covered the trio. The girls both held whips in their hands. Energy that was as red as blood flowed through their weapons. Derek, armed with daggers, clenched a long needle between his teeth. It was an artifact given to him by his father. It could launch an attack equal to that of a peak Spirit Knight’s. 
 
    “By the demons and gods!” The white-haired girl gasped. “It’s an Ancient Beast!” 
 
    “What’s a monster like that doing so close to the Darnassian border?” 
 
    The girls looked at their friend, but said nothing. 
 
    “And why isn’t it attacking us?” Derek added. 
 
    The tigress that radiated the aura of an Ancient Beast was standing at the edge of the forest and looking at the trio. She wasn’t growling, beating her tail against the ground, or showing any signs of hostility at all. 
 
    “By the gods, look at what’s on its back!” 
 
    As if hearing the girl’s words, the tigress turned sideways. 
 
    “Is that a person?” 
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    Derek was the first to recover from his shock. Without lowering his weapon, but still trying to project respect and friendliness, he approached the tigress. Up close, the beast looked even more menacing. As soon as Derek reached for the man on the monster’s back, she let out a low growl. 
 
    “By the forefathers,” Derek whispered, trying to conceal his sudden fright, “I’m not going to hurt him. I only want to help.” 
 
    Unconvinced, the tigress continued to growl, baring her sharp fangs, lightning running up and down her snow-white, black-striped fur. Nevertheless, she moved her tail aside after carefully lowering the wounded man to the ground. 
 
    “Alea, Irma, help me!” Derek shouted. “Bring some medicine!” 
 
    The girls looked at each other. Irma, the white-haired one, ran to the trunk attached to the back of their carriage. Taking out a few bundles wrapped in rags, she ran over to the tigress. Alea had already joined Derek there, and had just finished pulling her thick brown hair into a tight bun. 
 
    “We need to adjust his ribs first or he’ll die,” she said. 
 
    “I see that your healing lessons are paying off, sister.” Irma smiled. 
 
    Ignoring the compliment, Alea pulled a long, curved dagger from her boot. The tigress, upon seeing the weapon, growled louder, and her pupils became narrow slits. 
 
    “Calm down, venerable beast,” Alea said, carefully cutting away the rags on the wounded man’s chest. “I’m planning to save his life, not take it.” 
 
    The tigress seemed to calm down at that. The trio had no doubt that if she’d wanted to, she could’ve already taken their lives. The fact she hadn’t had to mean that she trusted them. 
 
    “By all the demons and gods!” Derek exclaimed as he laid eyes on the man’s exposed torso. “He has more scars than Mentor Noise, and he served on the border for well over a century!” 
 
    “And tattoos,” Irma whispered, mesmerized. She reached for the mysterious symbols, but pulled her hand back, scared away by the tigress’ menacing smile. “That one is a Name,” she said, pointing at the man’s forearm and shoulder. “I don’t know what the black one on his chest means.” 
 
    They were all certain that the tattoos were more than mere decoration. A cultivator’s body was special — no ink would stay on their skin for more than a day. Any tattoo that didn’t have a bit of energy in it would simply disappear. Of course, there were those who liked to draw meaningless patterns on themselves, but there were only a handful of such people in the world. Each tattoo directly affected the cultivator’s energy body, after all. 
 
    “Stop talking and help me!” Alea hissed. “Derek, boil some water. Irma, I need ‘Strong Spirit’ and ‘Boundless Sky’ pills!” 
 
    The two nodded and rushed to carry out her orders. Why were they so eager to save a dying stranger? Just because their honor demanded it? Actually, yes. There was no honor in allowing a dying person to reach the threshold of their forefathers’ home if you could help them. As long as he couldn’t take care of himself, they’d treat him like their own dying brother. 
 
    “I just hope he isn’t a Darnassian spy,” Derek grumbled, boiling water right in his hands. “I don’t want to fight him later.” 
 
    The tigress snorted and thumped the ground with her tail. She lay quietly, her tongue hanging out, observing what was happening with great interest. She didn’t look like a dangerous predator anymore, but like a kitten. A very large, muscular, and incredibly strong kitten. 
 
    “A Darnassian spy that doesn’t have any weapons or armor?” Alea soaked some bandages in boiling water, then uncorked several jars of fragrant ointments. “Your paranoia sometimes gets on my nerves, Derek.” 
 
    After soaking the bandages, she began to carefully wrap them around the deepest wounds. Every time the bandages touched his skin, the man would let out a pained groan. 
 
    “Here you are!” Irma took two pills out of the bundles. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Alea snatched the alchemical substances out of her sister’s hands. After placing them in a mortar, she looked around and plucked some herbs, then cut off a lock of the stranger’s hair with her dagger and splashed some water into the mortar. She channeled energy through her palm and turned the ingredients into a mass that had an odd, brownish color. Gently lifting the man’s head, she pinched his nose and poured the medicine into his mouth. 
 
    A second later, the wounded man gulped it all down instinctively. He jerked and then stilled. His breathing gradually steadied, and the wound on his chest began to disappear. His bones creaked as they popped back into place, and the pained whistling turned into steady breathing. 
 
    “Crisis averted,” Alea wiped the sweat from her forehead. 
 
    “Do you really think it-” 
 
    A low growl interrupted Derek. The tigress, after glaring at the young man, turned back to Alea. 
 
    “Seems like it does understand us,” Derek whispered, his face suddenly pale. 
 
    “We have to take him to Fort Boltoy,” Alea continued, “Otherwise, I’m afraid he’ll die from the injuries that have been inflicted on his energy body. I can maintain his meridians and nodes for some time, but he needs more help than I can give him.” 
 
    The trio stared at the tigress. She lay on the ground for a while, and then, rising, she growled and covered the thirty feet that separated her from the carriage in a single bound. The horses reared and neighed at first, startled by the presence of such a powerful predator. The tigress snarled and the horses froze. Seemingly bound by crippling terror, they decided that the only way to survive was to submit. 
 
    “I wonder if we’re any different from them…” Derek murmured. 
 
    Nobody answered him. They made a stretcher out of their cloaks and sticks they found nearby, then placed the man on it. 
 
    “Why is he so heavy?” Derek whined, causing the girls to roll their eyes again. 
 
    The wounded man was rather tall, but he didn’t seem to have a lot of muscle. He was lean like most swordsmen, but he had no sword, no armor, no insignia or recognizable marks, only a ring on his finger and some rags that served as his clothes. 
 
    Passing by the tigress, the trio laid the man down on the wide sofa inside the carriage. Alea covered him with a blanket, put a rolled-up raincoat under his head, and then moved to close the door. 
 
    “Oh crap!” The trio shouted in unison. 
 
    They watched as the tigress kicked off with her hind legs and leapt into the air. Irma even closed her eyes. When she opened them, she found herself not on the threshold of her forefathers’ home, but still sitting opposite the injured man. None of them had been mauled by the Ancient Beast. Actually, the beast appeared to be gone. Instead, a white cub was curled up on the stranger’s chest and snoring peacefully. 
 
    “Oh, gods help us!” Derek said wearily. 
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    Derek, Alea, and Irma, the disciples of the ‘Red Mule’ school, had been traveling with the wounded stranger for two days now. He was a quiet and pleasant companion. He didn’t ask rhetorical questions like Derek did, didn’t admire the monotonous views like Irma, and didn’t philosophize like Alea. He just slept, sometimes groaning in pain. Whenever he did that, Alea, welcoming the chance to stop arguing with Derek and Irma for a bit, would treat him. She kept him alive, not allowing his severed meridians to stay without energy for long, lest he end up going to his forefathers before nightfall. 
 
    “So… You think,” Derek drawled, casting yet another curious glance at the injured man, “that he fell from somewhere?” 
 
    “Yep. He fell from somewhere high up in the sky, and then, apparently, rolled down a rocky slope.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s even possible? A Heaven Soldier wouldn’t have survived that, even if they had an Earth level Technique for Strengthening the Body.” 
 
    “Perhaps someone tried to turn him into a sack of flour, so they tossed him into a giant mill,” Alea teased. 
 
    “I’m serious!” Derek snapped, angry that she wasn’t taking him seriously. 
 
    “And I seriously don’t understand why you care so much about how this man ended up in this situation!” 
 
    While those two were arguing, Irma was playing with the cub. She seemed to have forgotten that, just recently, the Ancient Beast had made her blood run cold with terror. Now she was watching the cub trying to catch the sunbeams. 
 
    “He could be a Darnassian spy.” 
 
    “Of course!” Alea moved her hand away from the injured man’s arm. He began to breathe more evenly. “It’s common knowledge that all Darnassian spies have an Ancient Beast as their companion, are always dressed in rags, and travel without any weapons or armor on them.” 
 
    Derek gritted his teeth, but he let the insult go. Commoners like Alea and Irma normally had no right to offend a noble like himself, but their difference in social status was offset by the fact that they were all disciples of the inner circle, and that after graduation, both Alea and Irma would receive the same noble title that his father had now. On top of that, the two of them were just as strong as he was. 
 
    “His ring,” Derek almost growled. 
 
    Alea glanced at the simple signet ring on the injured man’s right index finger. 
 
    “It might just be a family heirloom,” she shrugged dismissively. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so determined to believe that he’s a good guy.” Derek’s eyes shone with malice. “That ring is a spatial artifact.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “My father and I went to see our Duke when I was a child. One of the Viscounts there boasted about buying a similar ring. I memorized its energy structure. This ring has a similar structure, only…” 
 
    Alea looked interested now. In their Duchy, which was neither rich nor poor, only the Duke and his children, the Viscounts, could afford simple spatial artifacts. It was hard to imagine just how much such a ring could cost, but she was certain that, for that much coin, a person could buy the entire Barony and the ‘Red Mule’ school as well. 
 
    “You’re right,” she agreed. “That’s strange. However, consider this: no spy would ever ride an Ancient Beast. Besides, have you ever seen such a monster be tamed by a Heaven Soldier?” 
 
    Derek had heard rumors that, in the very center of their vast country, the eldest heirs of the great clans of the Lascanian Empire and their parents had entire menageries of Ancient Beasts. Here in the outskirts, however… Regardless, only a Lord could tame an Ancient Beast, and Derek had never even seen a Lord in his life. The head of their school, the strongest man in the Barony, was a peak Spirit Knight. 
 
    “Maybe-” 
 
    Derek didn’t get to finish speaking. He was interrupted by Irma’s cry. 
 
    “Look! Boltoy!” 
 
    Among the rocky hills covered with golden grass, at the mouth of a dried up river, an ancient fort stood on a high hill. It might have been surrounded by a deep river once, but these days, the massive bridge that spanned the banks looked like a relic of the past. A winding path led to the second gate, wounding through huge boulders and jagged rocks. 
 
    A squad of soldiers clad in armor could be seen in the distance, dragging carts with the remains of provisions in some of them, and corpses in others. Derek’s attention was drawn to a cart with a cage that had been sealed tight with glowing hieroglyphs and runes engraved into its bars. Inside it, completely detached from the world, sat about two dozen people. Some of them were simple shepherds and farmers, but there were also Darnassian soldiers among them. 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Derek breathed out. 
 
    The girls exchanged a glance. They knew why their friend hated the Darnassus Empire so much, but they didn’t share his zeal. If a war broke out, and at this point, it seemed almost inevitable that one would, they would definitely join the ranks of the Lascanian Army. They wouldn’t do it to mindlessly slaughter their foes and burn the enemy lands to the ground, but to become stronger through battle with worthy opponents. Unfortunately, Derek had a very different outlook. As far as he was concerned, anyone who was part of the hostile Empire was his sworn enemy. 
 
    The soldiers soon disappeared through the gates of the fort. 
 
    An hour later, the trio found themselves in front of those same gates. Up close, the massive fortification made from gray stone looked monumental and foreboding, even with its blue-tiled roofs that seemed almost pleasant. For thousands of years, it had stood at the very edge of the two Empires, and for thousands of years, Darnassus hadn’t been able to conquer it. 
 
    However, the Lascanian forces also hadn’t had much luck taking Fort Darigon — the gateway to the entire Darnassus Empire. 
 
    “Who are you?” A gate guard asked them impudently. His power as a mid-stage Heaven Soldier made it so he could look down on a lot of people, but not on the disciples of the ‘Red Mule’ school. 
 
    Derek silently showed the man his school token. The guard immediately looked both fearful and full of regret. 
 
    “Please forgive my impertinence, honored disciples of the inner circle.” The guard bowed. “If there’s anything I can do to-” 
 
    “Open the gates!” Alea interrupted him. “We have a wounded man with us! He needs help.” 
 
    The guard swallowed hard. Gods and demons! If he ended up being responsible for the death of one of the ‘Red Mule’ school’s inner circle disciples, he would be sent to the battlefield in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Open the gates!” The guard commanded. 
 
    When the heavy gates creaked as they were lifted by a giant chain, the wounded man groaned. 
 
    “Look,” Irma said, stroking the cub and pointing at him, “he’s coming to.” 
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    Hadjar had been prepared to see anything upon opening his eyes, from the bars of a cage to the threshold of his forefathers’ house. However, by the High Heavens, he hadn’t expected to see the famous boundless Lascanian steppes. He found himself lying on a comfortable carriage sofa, and the vehicle itself was moving along a paved road leading into a fort. Going by the sounds and smells, Hadjar, as someone with a military background who had seen and personally captured many a fort, could never have mistaken it for anything else. 
 
    Peeking through the window, he was surprised to see that a Darnassian flag wasn’t fluttering atop the main tower. By the Evening Stars! He wasn’t in Fort Darigon, but in a Lascanian fort. Concentrating, Hadjar remembered the map of the enemy Empire he’d seen. The closest fort was Fort Boltoy, under the command of a weak Lord at the initial stage. But no matter how weak he was, Hadjar wouldn’t be able to fight him in his current state. He could still deal with a Spirit Knight, maybe, but not with someone who could combine the two types of energy into one. 
 
    “Calm down. Everything’s all right,” said the girl sitting on the edge of the sofa. She adjusted her brown hair. The token of an inner circle disciple glittered on her chest. Hadjar didn’t recognize the school’s emblem. “We’re in Boltoy. It’s all right. You are among your own people.” 
 
    “What makes you think we’re his people, Alea?” The young man sitting opposite her asked, flushing with annoyance. 
 
    “Shut up, Derek,” the other girl hissed. 
 
    “You too, Irma?” Derek rolled his eyes and frowned, turning away to stare out the window. 
 
    All three of them were disciples of the inner circle of a martial arts school, but they were all Heaven Soldiers. Moreover, the density of their auras indicated that they didn’t possess much power. They most likely wouldn’t have passed ‘The Holy Sky’ School’s entrance exam. 
 
    “How… did…?” Hadjar wheezed, feeling like someone was poking his throat with needles from the inside. 
 
    “Don’t try to talk,” Alea said gently and put her hand on his chest. It became easier for him to breathe. “She brought you here.” 
 
    She pointed at Azrea, who was sleeping peacefully on the sofa. Hadjar looked from the cub to Alea, and then back again. It was unlikely that the girl was lying to him, but he doubted that the little cub could’ve carried even his sword. 
 
    “You’ll tell us your story later,” the girl continued, making Derek nod in approval. “I’ve cured your physical body, but your energy one is still in bad shape. I’m keeping your channels from disintegrating for now, but I won’t be able to do so for much longer.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Hadjar’s spine. For a cultivator, any sort of physical wounds, even the most terrible ones, only left a few scars behind on the physical body. The situation was quite different when it came to their energy one. Even the most insignificant wound inflicted on the nodes (gates) and channels (meridians) could result in a long and difficult recovery, if not an outright regression on their path of cultivation. Deciding that it was better to know the bitter truth than bury his head in the sand, Hadjar dove into the World River. 
 
    After separating a part of his mind from his physical shell, he turned his attention to his body, which was lying on the sofa. Here, within the world of energy, the three cultivators from the unknown school looked like small, indistinct dots. They could, of course, be ‘zoomed in on’ and examined in detail, but… Even the weakest of cultivators could feel when they were being observed thoroughly. He was certain that they wouldn’t appreciate him doing so. 
 
    Dismissing the momentary temptation, Hadjar focused on his energy body. What he saw didn’t inspire much optimism. 
 
    His fall and subsequent tumble along the rocks had cost him a fair bit. The once unified, complex pattern of wide channels that had connected all of his nodes… now looked like the remnants of a torn tapestry. If not for Alea, he would’ve died a few days ago. 
 
    Returning his attention to the physical world, Hadjar once again looked at the trio. They were his enemies. Lascanians had tried to kill him at least twice before — at the ‘Heaven’s Pond’, whose legendary cuisine he hadn’t tried because of the assassins of the Apocalypse Sect who worshiped the Black General. The cooks, who had been the reason behind the restaurant’s fame, had been killed in that battle. Hadjar was still sad that he hadn’t gotten to try their food at least once. 
 
    The second time... Well, it was when the Lascanians had bribed the nomad tribes to get them to destroy the miniature Kingdom of Lidus. However, the nomads had failed. That’s why Hadjar considered the military and the cultivators of Lascan (he didn’t care about the civilians) his opponents. Not enemies, but opponents he would fight against with dignity until the day he died. 
 
    However, this trio… Above all, Hadjar was a man of honor. With great difficulty, he raised his fist and touched his chest with it. 
 
    “I swear-” 
 
    “Shut up, lest you go to your forefathers!” Alea exclaimed, amplifying the flow of energy she was using to keep his broken channels somewhat functional. 
 
    Hadjar, despite suffering unbearable pain and tasting blood, continued: 
 
    “...that... I’ll repay... this debt.” 
 
    The strength left him. His hand hung limply, and his mind turned off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     “Idiot!” Alea shouted, but it was already too late. 
 
    The injured man, who hadn’t even said his name, lost consciousness. 
 
    Striking the side of the carriage with her open palm, she made the horses neigh and run faster. Had she not helped him, the stranger would’ve been crippled by that stunt. At best. 
 
    “Are you satisfied now, Derek?” The infuriated girl grabbed her whip. The only thing that stopped her from using it then and there was the fact that if she moved her hand off the stranger’s chest, he would die immediately. 
 
    “What did I do?” Derek exclaimed. 
 
    “If not for your accusations, he wouldn’t have made that oath!” 
 
    “Well, to begin with, he didn’t take a blood oath. Those were just empty words and-” 
 
    “Have you ever seen,” Irma interjected, “Darnassian spies, or anyone else for that matter, swear an oath to their enemy?” 
 
    Both girls were well aware that the stranger might be a man of honor, but Derek wasn’t as optimistic. To him, all Darnassians were dirty animals. Their argument was interrupted when the horses halted at the gates of a small building. All the local buildings were exactly the same, made of gray stone with blue-tiled roofs. The only thing different about this one was the golden coat of arms hanging over the porch. It depicted a bunch of herbs and the ancient hieroglyph for ‘life’. 
 
    “We’ve made it,” Alea breathed out. 
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    Several doctors and a healer immediately came out onto the porch. The difference between the two was that doctors weren’t strong cultivators — most of them were only at the Transformation of the New Soul stage — while the healer was a Spirit Knight. He was an old man dressed in very expensive scarlet clothes. His long, gray hair, which reached almost to his ankles, had been woven into a tight braid decorated with numerous metal rings. 
 
    “Honorable disciples.” The healer nodded at them. In the hierarchy of cultivators, despite their difference in social status, he held a higher rank. “The guards told us that you had a wounded man with you who required urgent care.” 
 
    “You’re right — urgent care!” Derek, who liked healers just a little bit more than he did Darnassians, shouted. 
 
    “Of course.” The old man smiled wryly. “Carry him inside. I’ll do whatever I can to help him.” 
 
    “You’ll ensure he’s all healed up by nightfall,” Derek growled. “I, Derek Le Bria, son of Baron Bria, the Lord of these lands, order you to do so!” 
 
    The old man’s eyes flashed with an evil gleam. This time, instead of nodding, he bowed low, not wishing to anger someone as powerful and influential as Derek. 
 
    The doctors, who were all young boys and girls, picked up the stretcher and carried it into the building. The trio followed after them. They breathed a sigh of relief as they stepped out of the midday heat and into the coolness of the interior. However, their relief was short-lived — they soon started coughing and wincing. The pungent smell of dried blood, medicine, pain, and despair filled their nostrils. 
 
    “This past week has been a stressful one,” the healer said as he opened the doors to the medical wing. 
 
    The trio froze. Their school’s Mentors and Masters had told them that the situation at the border was tense and that the two Empires hadn’t known such tension since time immemorial, but they could’ve never imagined it was this bad. 
 
    In the huge hall, the ceiling of which was about thirty feet high, bodies lay everywhere. Bunk beds with eight or more beds stacked atop one another were filled to the brim. One look at all the wounded was enough for them to realize that the war had already come to this region. 
 
    “Mommy…” 
 
    “My love, don’t die…” 
 
    “It hurts! It hurts so bad!” 
 
    “I want a drink before I die…” 
 
    “Damn it…” 
 
    “Aaaaaah! No more! Please…” 
 
    Shouts, groans, moans, pleas, curses, and the screams of the wounded that were being operated on without anesthesia flooded the room. The higher the bunks the wounded were on, the more likely it was that they’d already died. New patients were constantly being brought into the hall through four different entrances. 
 
    “Two squads have returned from battle,” the healer explained. With a wave of his hand, he cleared away numerous empty flasks and bottles from the nearest table. “Set him down here,” he said and looked at the bunks. “Sadly, just as many soldiers have been left behind in the lands of Darnassus.” 
 
    Derek clenched his fists. 
 
    “Bastards,” he hissed and turned away. 
 
    It was difficult for him to be here, not because he had a weak will or stomach, but because the sight brought back painful memories and filled him with rage. 
 
    Soon, he told himself. Very soon, they’ll pay for everything... Do you hear me, mom? They’ll pay! 
 
    Having laid the stranger down on the table, the doctors rushed to aid their colleagues. Some bandaged up the patients, some made medicine, some operated on the wounded, while others… painted dots on the foreheads of the new patients. Depending on the color of these dots, the healers and the doctors knew whether it was worth wasting their energy on the wounded or whether they should just give them painkillers and allow them to meet their forefathers peacefully. It was impossible to save them all. 
 
    “Well, let’s see what we have here.” The old man rolled up his sleeves. The rings in his hair rattled musically. “The physical shell was patched up properly.” 
 
    Alea breathed a sigh of relief. She’d been worried that she might’ve hurt the stranger. His injuries had simply been too severe. The treatment of the man’s energy injuries turned out to be a complex and time-consuming process. 
 
    Suddenly, the healer’s eyebrows rose, and his gaze became curious. 
 
    “It’s good that you didn’t try to restore his channels,” he said. 
 
    Alea didn’t understand how he knew that she was the one who had treated the man. 
 
    “They seemed unusual to me.” 
 
    “Unusual? That’s an understatement.” 
 
    Alea could barely create two energy needles, and could only use them to clumsily mend the simplest threads, but the old man, who, despite being a Spirit Knight, didn’t have any outstanding fighting abilities, created twenty needles. Each of them seemed to have a life of its own. They performed some sort of complex work, looking like the synchronized dance of twenty spiders. 
 
    By the gods, Alea thought, what a sharp mind he must have to be able to control so many needles at once! 
 
    “What’s so unusual about them?” Derek asked, ignoring his friends’ disapproving looks. 
 
    “Everything.” The old man shrugged. The only visible sign of his exhaustion were a few drops of sweat running down his wrinkled forehead. “His channels are unnaturally wide. I studied near our capital, and it was rumored that the best healers could help the children of the richest families expand their channels.” 
 
    The trio exchanged glances. They’d heard something similar as well. The wider their meridians, the more energy a cultivator could draw from their Core. 
 
    “But the oddities don’t stop there,” the old man continued. “Not only are his channels wider than normal, they’re also... longer. I haven’t even heard of such a thing being possible before.” 
 
    “Longer?” Alea asked. 
 
    Once, in a healing class, she had asked her Mentor about the possibility of expanding the channels. He’d replied that this was an incredibly complex procedure that required not only incredible skill and power from the healer, but the rarest ingredients as well. Naturally, the next question Alea had asked had been whether it was possible to extend the channels rather than simply expand them. Her Mentor had said that it wasn’t. And yet, right in front of her, lay living proof that such a thing was, indeed, possible. 
 
    “A spatial artifact, strange meridians and tattoos, and an Ancient Beast acting like a loyal pet,” Derek whispered. “Who, by all the demons and gods, did we pick up on the road?” 
 
    Indeed. The situation didn’t look promising. The stranger could truly be anyone, from a descendant of one of the strongest clans hidden from the world of martial arts, to the heir of some House from the capital. All of these options sounded like a whole lot of trouble for them. 
 
    “Be glad that he took that oath,” Alea whispered back. “If he’d been at the top of his game, the three of us wouldn’t have been a match for him.” 
 
    “The three of us?” Irma snorted. “I’m sure that only the best of our school’s personal disciples would’ve stood a chance against him-” 
 
    “I don’t think even they could’ve survived fighting him,” Derek added. 
 
    The best spearman of their school, a personal disciple of the rector himself, a Spirit Knight at the initial stage, would’ve been able to fight on equal terms with this monster. Maybe. 
 
    “If you’re going to talk, you’d better leave,” the old man said, sweat already streaming down his forehead. 
 
    One of the doctors standing nearby picked up a piece of cotton with a pair of tongs and dabbed at the old man’s forehead with it. 
 
    Half an hour later, Irma and Derek left, bored of standing around. Only the cub and Alea, who couldn’t pass up an opportunity to observe an experienced healer at work, stayed. 
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    When Hadjar opened his eyes, his first thought was that he had somehow wound up back in the past, back when the beasts had invaded one of the pavilions of ‘The Black Gates’ sect occupied by the Moon army. He found himself on a damp mattress placed atop an uncomfortable cot, surrounded by hundreds of injured people. Some groaned, some called for their parents or lovers, and a few lucky ones were sleeping. Tossing and turning, they were clearly having nightmares about their recent battle. Hadjar understood their pain — he hadn’t been able to sleep well for about a week after his first battle. And after his fight against Sunshine Sankesh, he had twice dreamed that Sankesh had somehow managed to get the elixir of the gods. 
 
    But it wasn’t the pained moans or the smell of blood and medicine that made it difficult to stay in the hospital wing. It was the dead. They lay on the topmost bunks, right under the ceiling, and would not be removed until morning. Having to spend the night next to the dead, people who had just recently fought back to back with you, was a truly horrific prospect. That was why most soldiers didn’t like hospitals. Hadjar was no exception. And although he was in a hurry to leave, he decided to check his condition first. 
 
    Separating a part of his mind, he plunged into the World River. The state of his energy body was appalling at best, but it was better than when he’d last seen it. Both the channels and nodes no longer looked like a mess, but they still weren’t as neat as they had been. They were connected by rough, inelegant strands of energy, and here and there, one could even see blotches of foreign power on them. Several threads had been tied together and attached to the main channel as a support. The method was crude and very... martial. It was as if the healer had only done it for the sake of sending the soldier into battle again, not caring about their future. 
 
    “I’m too used to being pampered,” Hadjar said to himself. 
 
    Back when he’d been known as the Mad General, or when he’d been a traveler in the Sea of Sand, he would’ve considered such a treatment a luxury. 
 
    He had spent the past month and a half in Dahanatan, the capital of Darnassus and the heart of the martial arts world, as a disciple of its most elite martial arts School, ‘The Holy Sky’. The best cultivators were ‘forged’ there, the people who would become future pillars of Darnassus’ power and glory. Any of the School’s healers would’ve treated him ten... no, twenty times better than this! And Dora’s aunt, the best healer in Darnassus, would’ve had Hadjar back on his feet faster than he could say his own name. 
 
    “Really, I’ve become too spoiled.” Hadjar shook his head. Talking to himself often helped him think. “They saved my life. I’ll fix the rest myself.” 
 
    His energy body would eventually restore itself. In addition, the dragon meditation Technique he practiced, the ‘Path through the Clouds’, had made his energy body stronger than that of an ordinary cultivator. Not to mention the fact that both his Call and the dragon’s blood coursing through his veins had enhanced his regenerative abilities exponentially. In his current state, Hadjar had only a third of his energy. In just a few days, he would have eighty percent back. And a week later — all of it. 
 
    “Well, my fluffy little friend, do you have anything you want to tell me?” 
 
    Hadjar lifted the sleeping Azrea by the scruff of her neck. The cub didn’t even open her eyes. Once she was in the air, still sleeping, she began to flail her claws around. She grazed Hadjar’s chest and left shallow scratches on it, demanding that she be put down. 
 
    Looking down, Hadjar realized that he was still dressed in his tattered clothes. He hadn’t taken them off since leaving the Valley of Streams. He was overjoyed that he still had them, as he believed that they brought him good luck. 
 
    “Don’t think this is the end of our conversation, you sly cat.” 
 
    Azrea just yawned, showing rows of small but sharp fangs. Placing the cub back into his shirt, Hadjar threw back the blanket and mentally thanked whoever had placed crutches next to his bed. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious. His muscles, devoid of energy as they were, protested as he tried to get up. Grabbing the edge of the bed to avoid falling, Hadjar propped himself up on the crutches with a grunt and hobbled toward the exit. 
 
    There were five of them — two on each side and one in the center. He left the medical wing through the central one. He’d seen and been in enough of them during his time in the military, and he would’ve loved nothing more than to never have to visit one again. Hobbling over to the door, he opened it with his shoulder, ignoring the slight pain. He went down a long corridor and came outside. Shivering in the cool northern wind, he leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. 
 
    I never thought, he said to himself as he slowly slid down the wall, that such a short journey could ever be so difficult for a true cultivator. 
 
    Sitting on the steps, he retrieved his old, worn-out pipe from his spatial ring. It had been given to him by the girl he’d never been able to love. After all, why would he want to burden a beautiful maiden with a legless cripple? It was odd, but he’d always associated this pipe with victory over the nomads... who’d been led by the Lascanians. Ironically enough, now he was lighting this same pipe while sitting beneath the Lascanian sky. It was filled with stars and looked almost exactly like the one above Darnassus, save for a couple of unknown planets and stars that could be seen on the far edge of the eastern horizon. 
 
    As a child, Hadjar had always loved his father and uncle’s stories about the skies above distant countries, and now… Now he was looking at the sky of a truly distant country. Unfortunately, this country was his enemy. Thank the High Heavens that he knew the language and the accent. He’d always had a knack for those. 
 
    None of my compatriots ever came this far, Hadjar thought. But I don’t feel like I’ve taken even a single step yet. I wonder what the night sky looks like in the Dragon Lands or in the Land of the Immortals. 
 
    “I knew I’d find you here.” 
 
    Hadjar neither flinched in surprise nor dropped his pipe. From the moment he’d awoken, he’d felt someone watching him. A young man stepped out of the shadows, his hands resting on the hilts of his daggers. Derek.... That was his name. 
 
    “I don’t like hospitals,” Hadjar explained calmly. 
 
    “I understand,” Derek said. Hadjar doubted that someone his age could truly understand something like that. “Mind if I join you?” He pointed to the place next to Hadjar. 
 
    “Feel free.” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    They sat in silence for a while. Derek finally opened his mouth to ask or say something when a girl came running toward them. Hadjar didn’t remember her name, but he remembered her peculiar white hair. 
 
    “There... are...” she gasped. “The garrison has asked for volunteers.” 
 
    “Volunteers?” Derek asked. “Why does the garrison need volunteers?” 
 
    Hadjar removed the pipe from his mouth. He recognized the look in the girl’s eyes... 
 
    “Orcs… Orcs are coming!” 
 
    ...It was primal terror. 
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    After meeting Dora, Hadjar had decided to fill the gaps in his knowledge about non-human races. By talking to Einen, he had learned about two of them. 
 
    The first were the elves, the descendants of the Great Forest, the first forest this world had ever seen. The tree of their ancestor had somehow gotten to Dahanatan, so they’d followed it and settled there. 
 
    The other race were the descendants of the First Wolf, the first wolf to ever hunt in this world. According to the legend, the beast had lived in the Great Forest, but for some reason, the elves and orcs didn’t have a good relationship. 
 
    The orcs, who had the blood of one of the oldest and most powerful beasts coursing through their veins, liked the vast steppes of the Lascanian borderlands far more than living in forests. Unlike the elves, they didn’t consider themselves subjects of the Lascan Empire. On the contrary, they saw the humans who’d come to their lands as conquerors and oppressors, and waged an endless war for their freedom. They did so despite the fact that, according to Einen, the Lascanians had never wanted to remove the orcs, as they served as a buffer between the two Empires. In addition, the orc path of cultivation was useless to humans. All their artifacts, Techniques, and knowledge only applied to very different branches of cultivation. 
 
    “But the orcs haven’t attacked Boltoy for a hundred years.” Derek looked dumbfounded. “What do they want?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Irma answered after catching her breath. “The scouts say that an army composed of several orc tribes is on its way here. A hundred thousand of them, maybe more.” 
 
    Alea, who had arrived a minute after Irma, put her hand to her mouth, startled. 
 
    “A hundred thousand orcs,” she repeated, fascinated. “They’ll raze the fort to the ground! We have to send out requests for reinforcements or for the Legion itself to come here! Derek, write to your father and-” 
 
    “My father has no power over the Legion.” The young man shook his head. “Its only mission is to protect the Barony, and it won’t move without orders from its commander, who doesn’t care about anything. He’ll only move if the orcs get close to the capital.” 
 
    Hadjar wondered whether the Darnassian scouts had such information. If not, then he might’ve just acquired information that would help them invade the Lascanian side of the border. 
 
    While the three friends discussed the orcs, Fort Boltoy gradually came to life: torches and lamps were lit, soldiers climbed the walls, quickly activating their armor, and officers began shouting commands: 
 
    “Load the cores!” 
 
    “Grease up the inside of the barrels!” 
 
    “Keep the powder dry!” 
 
    “Power up the fort artifacts!” 
 
    The gates opened and the commander of the fort came out to meet his soldiers. He was a solidly built, stocky Lord at the initial stage, weak by the standards of the capital of the Empire, but in this region, he was almost like a divine figure. 
 
    Hadjar preferred to stay at a respectful distance from the man, but wasn’t afraid of him. His sluggish aura, unsupported by any Imperial level artifacts, confirmed that there weren’t actually that many elite cultivators in the Empires. 
 
    “Commander!” One of the officers saluted. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” The Lord asked, displeased. “Why all the fuss?” 
 
    “Commander, please read this intelligence report.” 
 
    The disgruntled Lord snatched up the scroll that had been handed to him, broke the seal, and unfolded the parchment. As he read, his face paled and his brows furrowed. The commander of Fort Boltoy was perfectly aware of how strong the orcs’ army was. These creatures, who led rather primitive lives, knew neither gunpowder nor normal artifacts. They were strong, but they lived in houses made from sticks and hides, roaming from place to place. However, their nomadic lifestyle made them unparalleled riders. Their children could ride before they could even walk properly. They rode huge Gray Wolves, creatures at the King Stage and higher. Thus, an orc army, even one that wasn’t particularly large, was far more powerful than it might’ve appeared at first glance. Moreover, the body of any adult orc was comparable in strength to an Earth level artifact. Their physical might, even at a level of cultivation equivalent to a human Heaven Soldier, easily exceeded that of an ordinary human mid-stage Spirit Knight. They also wielded spears, axes, and bows with great skill. Many human warriors who had attained the level of Wielder would turn green with envy at their prowess with weapons. 
 
    Even twenty thousand of these warriors were already a formidable force that could easily capture Boltoy. But a hundred thousand? The orcs hadn’t formed such an alliance of tribes since time immemorial. Once, they had swarmed like locusts across Lascan, and only the best of the capital’s warriors had been able to stop their advance and force them into a fragile truce. 
 
    “Send reports to the Barony and the Duchy,” the Lord said, handing the scroll back to the head of military intelligence with a steady hand. Then he turned to the fort engineers. “Lay down charges in the powder stores. Organize an immediate evacuation of all the civilians.” 
 
    “Commander, what are you going to do?” 
 
    The Lord’s eyes flashed. Even if the orcs managed to destroy Boltoy’s reputation as an impenetrable fort, most of them would die to accomplish that feat. This ancient fort would be their grave! 
 
    “If they break through the gates, we’ll blow up the fort!” The Lord gave the command and, his cloak trailing behind him, went to his soldiers on the wall. If they were all going to meet their end this night, he would go to his forefathers with his soldiers, fighting right alongside them, and face his ancestors with honor! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar, who hadn’t seen any of this, continued smoking, lost in thought. During the couple of years he’d spent on the battlefield, he had seen more battles that any Imperial Lord. But despite all his experience, he couldn’t figure out why the orcs were marching openly across the steppes in such overwhelming numbers. 
 
    They should’ve come in groups to a previously agreed upon location and then delivered a swift and powerful blow to Boltoy. But since they hadn’t done so, they probably wouldn’t attack at all. So what was the army for? 
 
    As he thought about this, Hadjar recalled a similar situation. One cold winter, when the snowdrifts had been taller than an average man, he and his army had held against a horde of monsters. Greatly outnumbering them, these creatures had rushed across the territory of the Kingdom of Balium and attacked them. However, they hadn’t come with the intent to take anything or fight anyone, they’d just been simple animals fleeing from a threat that had appeared suddenly. Hadjar’s army had just gotten in their way. By the Evening Stars, this situation reminded Hadjar of that terrible ordeal. 
 
    “Let’s go to the walls.” 
 
    The trio stopped arguing and looked at the stranger in surprise. 
 
    “Did the fall scramble something in your head?” Alea asked. “You actually want to fight in the state you’re in?” 
 
    “Alea is right,” Irma said. “The evacuation will begin soon. You should leave while you still can.” 
 
    Only Derek remained eerily calm. Hadjar shook the ash out of his pipe and put it back in his ring. With a groan, but stubbornly refusing any help, he got up and hobbled to the wall. 
 
    “There won’t be a battle,” he said over his shoulder. “The orcs aren’t here to wage war.” 
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    [image: C:\Users\acer\Desktop\Kirill Klevanski\7 КНИГА Иллюстрации\02.jpg]Hundreds of archers and gunners were already on the wall. Below, at the gates, infantry and cavalry waited in the streets. Looking at them, Hadjar didn’t feel particularly impressed. If he’d still been the Mad General, these warriors, most of whom were at the Transformation of the New Soul stage, would have filled him with awe. Moreover, out of forty thousand of them, approximately two thousand were Heaven Soldiers at the initial and middle stages, and a hundred or so were even at the initial stage of the Spirit Knight level. By the standards of Lidus and the Sea of Sand, such an army was monstrously strong. Two thousand Heaven Soldiers led by a Lord! Such a force could’ve easily conquered the Sea of Sand and all the barbarian kingdoms of the northeastern regions of Darnassus! 
 
    However, after his time at ‘The Holy Sky’ School, Hadjar had changed his opinion on cultivation levels. None of these warriors could pass the outer circle disciple entrance exam. The School had about thirty thousand such disciples, which would be enough to destroy Boltoy as easily as a child destroyed a sand castle. Then other schools and even the most prominent Schools would get involved. 
 
    And then things would inevitably escalate even further and a war would erupt between the two Empires. And such a war would have only one possible outcome — mutually assured destruction, as their forces were equal in strength. That was why the Empires allowed weak cultivators to fight and die, to ensure that the strong cultivators could become even stronger. If the scales ever tipped one way or another, a real war would break out. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    One of the warriors pushed the hilt of his sword against Hadjar’s chest. He was a young man, a Heaven Soldier, and not even a Wielder yet. Hadjar wouldn’t have had to even draw his sword to defeat him. Everything around Hadjar was the Sword, and after mastering the Weapon’s Heart, even his will was a sharp blade, and he could send this poor man to his forefathers with a single swing of it. 
 
    “Open your eyes!” Derek shouted. “Can’t you see who has come to your aid?” 
 
    Only then did the man notice the tokens of their school. 
 
    “Honored inner circle disciples!” He saluted and immediately withdrew his sword, letting them climb up to the wall. As soon as they were on the parapet, the warrior ran to inform his senior officer. 
 
    “Three inner circle disciples of the ‘Red Mule’ school have come to aid us! Each of them is worth a dozen ordinary Heaven Soldiers!” 
 
    Up on the wall, Hadjar leaned wearily against the high battlements. He took out his pipe again and lit it. He gazed at the steppes that merged with the horizon in the distance, lost in his memories. How many years had passed since he’d last stood on a wall and waited for a battle to commence? After travelling through the Sea of Sand, he had forgotten all about his fame as the Mad General and the time he’d spent on the seemingly endless battlefields, back when he’d never known which of his comrades that had stood next to him mere hours ago would be burned on the funeral pyre that same evening. Sometimes, he missed that life. It had been tough, bloody, reeking of pain and sweat, but at the same time, it had been simple as well. It was easy to fight when you had an enemy determined to take your land and life. 
 
    “Honorable disciples!” A senior officer, a pretty woman at the initial stage of the Spirit Knight level, saluted and bowed. “Are you the trio that was sent to us by the ‘Red Mule’ school?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Derek nodded and held out a scroll sealed with a magic hieroglyph. “We are here to serve in your intelligence gathering and patrol squads for three months.” 
 
    Accepting the scroll from him, the senior officer touched the hieroglyph with her ring. The two symbols — the magic one and the engraved one — came together and the seal disappeared in a shower of sparks. After reading the scroll’s contents, she saluted again. 
 
    “It is an honor to receive the aid of the inner circle disciples of the ‘Red Mule’ school,” she said in an official manner. “Unfortunately, you chose the worst possible time to arrive. An army of orcs is advancing toward us. We’ll try to hold them off as long as we can, but…” She shook her head, making her polished armor rattle unpleasantly. “You’d better leave Fort Boltoy with the rest of the civilians.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t listen to the rest of their conversation. Out of habit, he shook some of the ash from his pipe onto his palm, smeared it with his fingers, and then tossed it into the air. The wind picked it up and carried it off somewhere in the direction of the southeast. The senior officer noticed his gesture, which was unique to professional soldiers. 
 
    “Who are you, young man?” 
 
    Hadjar almost laughed. He was five years older than her, but appeared to be twenty due to the dragon blood in his veins and his level. 
 
    “Where did you serve?” The Spirit Knight added. 
 
    The trio looked at Hadjar in surprise. They’d already pegged him as an outcast from some great clan that had run away from the world of martial arts. 
 
    “On the far border,” Hadjar replied, not lying, but not saying the entire truth either. “There will be no battle today.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Commander!” The Spirit Knight saluted. 
 
    The three disciples bowed stiffly, more out of respect for the man’s high level of cultivation than because of his status. 
 
    Hadjar also tried to bow, but the Lord stopped him with a wave of his hand. In his current state, Hadjar didn’t look like a strong Heaven Soldier. Of all the people present on the wall, only the three disciples knew his true power. 
 
    “Do you know the orcs well enough to claim that they’re just out on a walk?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t respond. He was well aware that everyone was nervous. Even with the commander’s experience in battle, he had probably never taken part in a real war. Unlike Hadjar, who had been involved in several of them. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    [image: ]Glittering spearheads began to appear on the horizon. Hundreds, no, thousands of spears rose to greet the dawn. They were held aloft by creatures whose very appearance inspired a kind of primal awe. They seemed at once like the greatest of predators and the mightiest of hunters. 
 
    The creatures had red skin and rode black, gray, and white wolves, each of which was the size of a horse. As for the orcs themselves, even the smallest among them were six and a half feet tall. Those that stood out were ten feet tall and even taller in some cases. It wasn’t surprising that such giants, who also possessed skin and muscles as tough as iron, didn’t need armor. Instead, they wore pauldrons that barely covered their broad shoulders, and belts to guard their solar plexus. They wore traditional clothing made from leather and hides rather than artifacts. Their long black hair was adorned with eagle feathers, and how many feathers they had depended on the orc’s status. The largest and most ferocious-looking one of them had more than a hundred such feathers. 
 
    Stopping a mile from Boltoy, the orc leader jumped off his mount. Swinging his spear over his head, he drove the blunt end of it into the ground. Hadjar felt the walls of the fort shake. 
 
    “Get ready!” The Lord signaled with his hand. 
 
    Then the orc opened his mouth. His lower fangs, long enough to touch his cheeks, glinted in the sun. 
 
    “TALK!” He roared. 
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    The commander of Fort Boltoy and the senior officers went to greet the orc army. They’d dismounted and were now walking alongside their wolves. Several orcs, including their leader, went ahead. The two groups met in the middle, right between the army and the fort. 
 
    “What do you think they’re talking about?” Irma whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s anything good.” 
 
    Derek nodded in the direction of the orc leader, who’d let his daughter, or his wife, do the talking. By human standards, she looked like a man, but in comparison to the other orcs, she looked slender and feminine. 
 
    The commander spoke to the female orc, then turned back to the fort. He looked at Hadjar, who realized they’d been talking about him. Well, not him, but his tattoo. All the orcs were showing off the Name tattoos on their chests. The senior officer broke off from the group and, spurring her horse, returned to the fort. 
 
     “Wounded soldier! Your presence has been requested!” She shouted up at them. “The commander has called for you!” 
 
    The trio exchanged glances and walked down with Hadjar. The senior officer didn’t seem happy about that, but she didn’t dare protest. 
 
    “Mount up.” She slapped the horse’s rump. 
 
    Groaning, Hadjar hobbled over to the horse. Azrea suddenly jumped out of his shirt, landed gracefully on the ground, and growled. 
 
    “Calm down, li-” 
 
    A vortex of white energy swirled around the cub. Turning into flames and lightning bolts, it shrank to the size of a small ball before erupting in a pillar of monstrous energy that reached the sky. When it dispersed, everyone instinctively grabbed for their weapons, staring at the beast that had appeared in front of them. Her fur sparked with lightning bolts, and her eyes glittered with white fire. The beast’s aura was at the Ancient Stage, which was equal to a peak human Spirit Knight. 
 
    “-ttle one,” Hadjar finished, his face expressionless. 
 
    Thank you, Nero — hope your rebirth was peaceful — for making me gamble so much. Hadjar was able to maintain a poker face in almost any situation thanks to his late brother dragging him to various card games. He walked up to Azrea calmly. 
 
    He’d made two steps before Azrea stuck out her tongue and licked his face. After she was done, he slicked back his tousled, wet hair. Hadjar was sure that if he hadn’t had the dragon’s blood in him, Azrea’s little display of affection would’ve scraped off his skin right to the bone. Hugging her huge neck, Hadjar buried his face in her soft, sweet-smelling fur. 
 
    “Little liar,” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    Azrea’s purr made the pebbles around her shake. She rested her huge head on Hadjar’s back and rubbed her cheek against him. She didn’t look like a fearsome beast that could destroy half the fort’s garrison on her own, but like an affectionate, playful pet. Moving away from Azrea, Hadjar looked into her eyes. Despite her great power and immense growth, he found the same kind and loving cub that had saved his life many times in them. 
 
    “I’m the one who should be taking care of you, not the other way around,” Hadjar smiled, stroking her chin. 
 
    Azrea yawned, as if saying: “You’re such a bore.” 
 
    Hadjar laughed. “Don’t think this is the end of our conversation!” 
 
    The tigress lay down on her belly and tilted her head to one side. I’ve heard that one before. Her tail slapped the ground and then her own back. 
 
    “Well, if you insist.” Hadjar smiled. 
 
    Putting the crutches into his spatial ring, he collapsed onto her back. Azrea didn’t even flinch, because to her, he weighed barely more than a feather. With some difficulty, Hadjar swung his leg over her back and held on to her thick fur. Azrea stood up, glared at everyone present, and instantly turned into a white lightning bolt. Before Hadjar could even figure out what she was planning, he was already near the two groups. Looking behind him, he estimated that Azrea had covered the vast distance in less than ten seconds. It turned out that the tigress could now run at a speed of 220mph, and, considering how easily she was breathing, this was still nothing to her. 
 
    “By the demons and gods!” The officers saw the Ancient Beast and immediately drew their blades. 
 
    Streams of power swirled around the Lord. 
 
    Azrea let out a low growl. 
 
    “Please don’t kill them,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The tigress purred. 
 
    “Well, don’t kill them now, at least” 
 
    After staring at the humans for a bit, Azrea lay down again, allowing Hadjar to dismount. He didn’t move too far from her because he wouldn’t be able to fight or escape in his current state. His life depended on her. 
 
    The orcs looked away, seemingly not caring about the tigress’ constant growling. She seemed displeased at being ignored. 
 
    “Commander,” Hadjar bowed slightly, “Why did you send for me?” 
 
    The Lord swallowed and glanced behind Hadjar. By the demons and gods, he’d had no idea that the young man had tamed an Ancient Beast! And a tiger at that! Since ancient times, tigers had always been regarded as the nobility of the animal kingdom. Only mythical creatures stood above them — dragons, phoenixes, azure birds, and others. 
 
    “The orcs said that they would only speak to those who have a Name,” he explained. “They said that there is only one such individual among us.” 
 
    “I see,” Hadjar said. 
 
    He turned to the orcs. They turned to him. The leader slapped the tattoo on his muscular chest with a clenched fist. 
 
    “Gurtan, Bear’s Rage, greets you, runt,” he said in a voice that matched his appearance — powerful and ferocious, inspiring both awe and respect, imbued not only with power, but with honor as well. Hadjar would’ve been overjoyed to fight a foe whose voice could say so much about them. 
 
    Rolling up his sleeve, Hadjar displayed the red tattoo given to him by the Bedouin shaman. 
 
    “Hadjar, North Wind, greets you, giant.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a while, until the leader nodded approvingly and sat down on the ground. He needed no chair, nor elaborate negotiation rites and traditions. Ignoring the other humans, he crossed his legs and placed his spear next to him, pointing away from him. 
 
    “Let’s talk, North Wind.” 
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    Hadjar knew that he was in the presence of a foe that he didn’t want to provoke. Gurtan had the aura of a Lord, which, of course, was more potent than that of a human Lord. He was bigger, faster, and stronger. The only thing in which the orcs lagged behind the humans were their artifacts. Their lack of skilled artifactors was the only reason why they hadn’t been able to conquer the entire world by now. 
 
    “May the Spirits guide you on the road of life, runt.” 
 
    Gurtan first touched two fingers to his heart, then to his forehead, and then drew an arch in the air that seemed to connect him and Hadjar. 
 
    “May the journey through the clouds of the High Heavens be a joy to you, giant.” 
 
    Hadjar drew a semicircle in the air with his open palm. It was the only greeting he knew to use between Named entities. It had come from the dragon race, but nobody cared about such trifles. They might’ve heard about Lords of the Heavens existing in the Empire, but they’d probably never met them in person. 
 
    “I’m glad that we came across someone recognized by the Spirits among these runts.” 
 
    The leader nodded to the female orc standing next to him. She, in turn, nodded to a large orc in the back. They took a blanket made from animal fur off one of the wolves, then they spread it across the ground between Hadjar and Gurtan, and finally, they placed two bowls filled with some kind of herbal extract down on it. The female orc then untied a long tube from her belt and retrieved a pipe from it. The pipe was made of bone and almost one and a half feet long, decorated with various symbols and ornaments. She filled it with herbs and handed it to the leader. He lit it and then handed it to Hadjar. 
 
    “Guests first,” he explained. 
 
    “Guests?” The commander roared, power swirling around him. “Who do these animals think they are?” 
 
    The orcs ignored his insults. No one except Hadjar mattered to them at the moment. 
 
    After taking the pipe, Hadjar sniffed the herbs first. They smelled sweet, but not acetic. They weren’t poisonous, but they might’ve had hallucinogenic properties. Hadjar was certain that refusing the pipe would be an insult, and he really didn’t want to offend a giant whose biceps were as wide as his waist. 
 
    As he inhaled, Hadjar barely managed to keep from coughing. He, a smoker, still choked on the sickly sweet smoke. After holding the smoke in his lungs for a while, he exhaled a thick, white cloud. It soared into the sky and disappeared. 
 
    “What... is… this…?” Hadjar asked between light coughs, handing the pipe back to the orc leader. 
 
    “The leaves and seeds of a thousand-year-old fern,” he replied, then inhaled from the pipe calmly and deeply. 
 
    That answer surprised Hadjar. In the Lascan and Darnassus Empires, a handful of such leaves would’ve cost a hundred coins. Not to mention the fact that this plant was of inestimable value to him. Without its root, he wouldn’t be able to progress on his ‘Path through the Clouds’ meditation Technique, which would render him unable to progress to the advanced stage of the Heaven Soldier level forever. 
 
    Thanks to the Dream Grass, his experience, and the accumulated energy of the World River, Hadjar had been able to break through to the middle stage, but that was pretty much all he could do right now. The ‘Path through the Clouds’ Technique was at the Heaven level, and without special ingredients, it would be impossible to go any further with it. 
 
    Trying not to show his interest in the plant, Hadjar changed the subject. 
 
    “What would you have done, giant, if I hadn’t been in this fort?” 
 
    “We would’ve razed it to the ground and moved on,” Gurtan replied, taking another drag and spewing smoke through his nostrils like a dragon. 
 
    The sharp sound of weapons being drawn filled the air. Energies swirled around the Lascanians, coalescing into Defensive Techniques. Once again, no one paid them any mind. 
 
    Even Azrea yawned and tried to catch a grasshopper with her paw. 
 
    “Would you have fought against the Empire?” 
 
    “Our people aren’t interested in hunting down humans, runt.” The leader handed the pipe back to the female orc. She took the ritual object reverently, shook out the ashes, and put it back in the tube. “But it’s better than letting the Dah’Khasses become stronger.” 
 
    Hadjar had no idea who these Dah’Khasses were, but, judging by the frightened whispers coming from behind him, the Lascanians sure did. 
 
    “The Dah’Khasses?” 
 
    “Are they even real?” 
 
    “My mother used to scare me with stories about them when I was a child! She said that if I didn’t clean up after myself, they’d come and drag me to their horrific dwelling, and I would never see the light again!” 
 
    “Damn it all!” Hadjar cursed under his breath. 
 
    During his time on this world, he’d learned one thing — all the scary children’s stories turned out to be real sooner or later. Perhaps they’d been greatly exaggerated and distorted, but they were still real. 
 
    “Who are these Dah’Khasses?” Hadjar asked, not really looking forward to the answer. 
 
    “Little assholes from the Prince’s domain!” 
 
    Hadjar used every atom of his discipline to keep his expression neutral. Right next to him, out of thin air, appeared Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares, an ancient demon who remembered a time when the Enemy had fought both for and against his side. A wide-brimmed hat covered his inhuman, gray face and he wore his customary living cloak, which bared predatory fangs at Hadjar. Helmer held a ball of essence in his hands, which looked as if it were bleeding. The only thing different from his last visit was the absence of his army of small, black lumps — personifications of people’s nightmares. 
 
    “Don’t worry, friend.” Helmer sprawled out on the ground and pulled his hat over his eyes. “These ants don’t see me, and here-” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to say anything before Helmer snatched a fairy out of thin air. 
 
    “My traditional gift to you.” 
 
    There was a slight crunch, as if someone had snapped a twig, and the fairy’s body fell at Hadjar’s feet. She was dead, with her neck bent at an unnatural angle. And she was, indeed, one of the best gifts he could’ve asked for. Hadjar hadn’t encountered anything that could feed his Black Blade better than the body of a Seventh Heaven’s spy. 
 
    “I don’t like it when they eavesdrop,” Helmer commented, then shook his hands. Orange blood essence floated in the air. 
 
    One of the orcs ran up to the female orc and said something to her. She immediately bent down to whisper the information in Gurtan’s ear. 
 
    “Our shaman says that a hot wind is blowing. Perhaps one of the Dah’Khasses is watching us.” 
 
    “Did he just compare me to those pathetic bloodsuckers?” Helmer’s aura flared up so much it was terrifying. “I might just eat them as punishment.” 
 
    Helmer pretended to reach for Gurtan’s throat when a low growl sounded. 
 
    Hadjar was surprised to see Azrea, still lying down, lashing the ground with her tail and baring her fangs in a very threatening manner. 
 
    “Your cat can smell them too, runt,” the orc leader declared. 
 
    “What a clever kitten!” Helmer murmured with a predatory smile. “Can I have it?” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Hadjar answered firmly. 
 
    The demon turned to him, that same predatory grin still on his ghastly face. 
 
    “That can easily be arranged, you miserable bag of bones.” 
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    [image: C:\Users\acer\Desktop\Kirill Klevanski\7 КНИГА Иллюстрации\02.jpg]Prepared for anything, Hadjar looked into the demon’s narrow, scarlet eyes. If the laws of the Heavens and the Earth, which even the gods obeyed, hadn’t forbidden it, Helmer would’ve probably burned half of Lascan and Darnassus to the ground by now. Perhaps only the combined efforts of their most elite cultivators, coupled with them using the most powerful artifacts of either Empire, could’ve stopped the Lord of Nightmares. But only stopped, not killed. Even the combined forces of Darnassus and Lascan wouldn’t be able to put him to rest. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” The predatory smile suddenly turned friendly. Well, as friendly as a demon’s smile could be. “It was just a joke. Has the Mad General lost his sense of humor?” 
 
    “The Dah’Khasses, North Wind,” Gurtan continued calmly, “are vile creatures. They did not rise from the embrace of the yellow sea, but from the rot of shadows and darkness.” 
 
    “Get a load of him! A true poet, this one.” Helmer grinned. “I like listening to the stories they share around the fire. If their women were a little less like bears and a little more like elves, I would visit them more often at night.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Helmer, who was much smaller and scrawnier than him, and then at the nearest female orc. His imagination conjured up a mental image that he tried to forget immediately. 
 
    “We’ve been fighting them since the days of the Bloodhounds, runt,” the orc’s voice hardened. “But over the last ten winters… Their power has grown, and we don’t know why.” 
 
    Hadjar glanced at Helmer as discretely as possible. He still wanted to avoid making the huge orc nervous. 
 
    “Don’t look at me, North Wind.” Helmer waved his hand dismissively. “The Dah’Khasses are weak demons, the expendable vanguard of the Prince. Their power is so insignificant that they aren’t even subject to the laws of the Heavens and the Earth, and are thus free to interfere in the lives of mortals.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about, beast?” One of the officers snapped. “The Dah’Khasses aren’t real! Go back to your steppes and let them eat you all there!” He shouted and spat. 
 
    Unable to ignore such blatant disrespect, the rest of the orcs drew their battleaxes. Compared to them, their weapons looked comically small. 
 
    “Calm down, Night’s Pace,” the leader ordered the female orc and turned back to Hadjar. 
 
    “The ones unrecognized by the Spirits are too lost in their eternal longing for emptiness,” he said in the same tone Einen used when he philosophized. “There’s no point in being offended by the rain. One with a Name shouldn’t be offended by someone who wanders the world as a nameless shadow.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand a damn word of what the orc chief had just said. Unlike the elves, who had long ago become one with the humans, the orcs had remained a separate race with a unique culture, traditions, and beliefs. 
 
    “Why does he keep talking about Names so much?” Helmer made a strange sound. “As for the Dah’Khasses, they’re a mix of bats, weak spirits, and human cultivators who used dark energy for their cultivation because they thought it would make them as strong as demons.” 
 
    “So, the Dah’Khasses are demons then, aren’t they?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    Gurtan answered first: 
 
    “Demons are just misguided Spirits. As are the gods. This world is nothing but a reflection of the Spirit World. We all came from the eternal hunting grounds, and we will all return there one day and meet our forefathers — the spiritual protectors of our families.” 
 
    “What’s this beast going on about?” Helmer flashed his predatory smile again. “It’s been a long time since I’ve tasted orc flesh. Despite their tough appearance, their meat is quite tender.” 
 
    Azrea roared and her tail twitched angrily. The palpable smell of ozone filled the air. Hadjar was surprised when Helmer, whose power was beyond comprehension, backed away from a ‘puny’ Ancient Beast. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Hadjar shook his head. “What does any of this have to do with us? You’ve been holding the Dah’Khasses back successfully for so many centuries, right? What changed?” 
 
    “They’re losing.” Helmer chuckled. 
 
    “We’re losing.” Gurtan sighed as if he could hear Helmer mocking him. “Entire tribes are dying. No, it’s even worse than that. The Dah’Khasses are turning them into their puppets. Neither dead nor alive, they have forgotten the Names of their ancestors, the free wind of the steppes, and even their own mothers.” 
 
    Hadjar saw the pain in the chief’s and female orc’s expressions. It was the same kind of grief he had seen on the faces of parents whose children hadn’t returned from a battlefield. 
 
    “Their ranks swell with each new dawn,” the chief continued. “We’ll fight them to our last drop of blood, but... The Council of the great tribes decided that it was time for two enemies to unite against a common foe. The Dah’Khasses don’t care whose blood they drink. They’ll devour everything that stands in their way. And there’s no end to their hunt.” 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes. He’d been right. The orcs were indeed fleeing, and they were even willing to bury the hatchet in order to focus on the greater threat. However, they didn’t seem to have a plan beyond signing a treaty. But what bothered Hadjar even more about all of this was Helmer’s unexpected presence. 
 
    “Did I hear that correctly?” The commander asked with a mixture of surprise and suspicion, as if he were an unpopular kid at school who the popular kids suddenly wanted to befriend. “Do these animals actually want us to help them? Let them devour each other on the steppes! Hah! If these Dah’Khasses do exist, the Imperial Legions will destroy them with ease!” 
 
    Gurtan finally turned his gaze to the Lord. 
 
    “After the Dah’Khasses defeat all the orcs,” he said, “you humans may manage to drive them away in the end, but your tribe will be no more.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Helmer. The demon was still sprawled out on the ground, chewing a blade of grass. Basking in the sun, he sometimes hissed at the nervous Azrea. Hadjar had no idea how she could see the demon. 
 
    “Don’t look at me, Hadjar.” Helmer whistled. “I’ll only tell you what you want to know if you pass their test. Otherwise, I’m not going to waste my breath.” 
 
    Hadjar was pretty sure he knew exactly what the test was going to be… 
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     “Even if we agree-” 
 
    “Who are you, civilian, to make such a decision?” The commander barked, but Hadjar didn’t pay any attention to him. 
 
    “If we agree,” Hadjar continued, “How can Boltoy’s garrison help you in a battle that hundreds of thousands of orcs are losing?” 
 
    “We don’t need all of your hunters.” Gurtan frowned. “Two moons ago, our shamans said that North Wind would come to the fort, riding on heaven’s fire.” 
 
    But of course! Hadjar had forgotten that his modest self always managed to be instrumental to these kinds of things: the defeat of ‘The Black Gates’ sect, saving the world from the crazy Sunshine Sankesh, and now, dealing with these demons. 
 
    “You mean... me?” 
 
    “Do you know of another North Wind?” 
 
    Strange as it might’ve sounded, he actually did. An entire sect of them, in fact, comprised of potential Darkhans or the first Darkhan’s descendants… A Name was a bit more complicated than blood ties. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then it must be you. I don’t know why, but the Spirits picked you and the son of the Steppenwolf Tribe, Steppe Fang.” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. If Gurtan was truly confident in the prophecies of his shamans, it would be downright impossible to change his mind. It would be like trying to prove that the gods didn’t really care about the lives of mortals. All the believers that Hadjar had met in his life had been certain that the gods were watching over them day and night. The reality was, sadly, a little different… 
 
    “Where the tribes have failed, the two hunters will not,” the leader continued. “The Dah’Khasses may be strong, but they have one weakness.” 
 
    “Just one?” Helmer snorted. “I could destroy them with a single snap of my fingers... Oh, don’t look at me like that, Darkhan. Fine, two snaps. Damned bloodsuckers…” 
 
    “Without their Leader…” 
 
    “The King of Night,” Helmer corrected him automatically. 
 
    “...they aren’t capable of uniting as a single tribe. And the orcs can then defeat the scattered and weakened Dah’Khasses even without the help of humans.” 
 
    The way Gurtan pronounced the word ‘humans’ made it clear that he didn’t think highly of them. 
 
    “So, to sum up,” Hadjar concluded. “You and a hundred thousand orcs came here to ask for my help?” 
 
    The chief’s fanged smile said that they weren’t asking for help, but that they were demanding it, and that Hadjar had no choice in the matter unless he wanted them to destroy not just him, but all the Lascanian lands they could reach as well. Little did they know that Hadjar didn’t care for Lascan. If he wanted to, he could simply mount Azrea and leave. 
 
    He looked at the fort and at the three disciples observing from the wall. He owed them his life. He had sworn to repay that debt. And even though his oath hadn’t been sealed with blood, he wouldn’t be able to endure the dishonor of not keeping his word. 
 
    “All right, I’ll help.” 
 
    “Roland, Gurami.” The commander turned to his senior officers. “Go to the Duke and tell him what happened. Tell him to send the Legion here.” 
 
    “Sir, do you really believe this beast?” 
 
    “My orders aren’t negotiable!” 
 
    The officers were struck by the Lord’s aura. Powerful and oppressive, it stopped their breathing for a moment, reminding them, and everyone else present, who was in charge of Fort Boltoy. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it, runt.” The chief touched his heart and forehead, then ran his fingers through the air. “But the shamans said that a hunter will go with Steppe Fang. And yet, you aren’t even an orc.” 
 
    “This is where the fun begins!” Helmer rubbed his hands together gleefully. 
 
    “Ever since the first moon that lit the path of our glorious ancestors and Guardian Spirits, we’ve never given a hunter’s feather to anyone other than an orc.” Gurtan stood up and said something to Night’s Pace in an unknown language. She shouted something in that same growling tongue to the army. Hadjar and Gurtan had been talking in Lascanian, so he’d completely forgotten that the orcs had their own language as well. “But a time of great tribulations brings a wind of change. Today, for the first time ever, the Hunter’s Spirit will test someone other than an orc.” 
 
    “Are you proud, Hadjar?” Helmer laughed. “What an honor!” 
 
    The same orc who’d helped Night’s Pace set down the blanket and make the other arrangements ran over to her again. He brought her a bowl made from the skull of some animal. It was filled with an odd herbal concoction. 
 
    “The test should only be undertaken by someone with a healthy body and spirit. Drink this, North Wind. Get your strength back.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the chief first, and then at the bowl. He’d planned to recover within a week or a month. Of course, there were methods and ways one could use to recover much faster than that, but they all included extremely expensive alchemical potions and pills. Even the cheapest one would’ve cost him at least a thousand Imperial coins. 
 
    “How did you know I would need this?” Hadjar asked, accepting the skull. 
 
    “The Spirits know everything,” Gurtan replied evasively. 
 
    “And what if I refuse?” 
 
    Gurtan remained silent. Hadjar didn’t need to hear words to understand that he would be killed if he refused. Unless he managed to escape on Azrea, that is. 
 
    As he drank the bitter mixture of unfamiliar herbs, Hadjar thought not only about the safety of his three new friends, but also about the fern, the leaves of which they’d smoked a short while ago. In Dahanatan, that plant would cost him five thousand coins per ounce, and in order to practice the ‘Path through the Clouds’ Technique, he needed 46 ounces. So, if this adventure didn’t kill him, maybe he’d be able to get a little closer to his goal of becoming a Lord in just seven years. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on down there?” Alea pressed herself against the wall, trying to see what was happening out on the field. 
 
    “You seem way too interested in this stranger.” Derek tried to tease her, but the only reaction he got was a furious glare. 
 
    “I dragged him out of the grave, and now he’s gonna get himself killed! I don’t want my efforts to go to waste!” 
 
    Suddenly, the orcs roared and started beating their fists against their chests. A half-naked, eight-foot-tall orc emerged from their ranks. His skin was bright red and covered in blue tattoos that glistened faintly in the sun. There were rings in his right ear and right eyebrow, and he had a thick, black beard and hair that was just as dark which he’d arranged into a bun. In his muscular hands, he held two big axes. Walking barefoot, he slowly approached the orc chief and Hadjar. The latter, after drinking from the bowl, fell to his knees and clutched his chest. Surprisingly, the tigress didn’t try to kill anyone. 
 
    “What’s going on down there?” Alea repeated. 
 
    “I think... I think they’re going to fight.” Irma said uncertainly. 
 
    The orc’s aura was comparable to that of a mid-stage Spirit Knight. 
 
    “That orc will kill him…” Alea whispered. 
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    [image: ]It was like molten steel had been poured down his throat. His larynx and lungs burned. When the concoction reached his stomach, Hadjar almost fell to his knees in pain. His vision blurred. He didn’t know what was going on. A piece of his consciousness, unable to withstand the torture, dove into the World River, where Hadjar finally found salvation. The pain that had been pounding against his mind like a tsunami turned into a distant echo. 
 
    What the hell! Hadjar swore in surprise as soon as he saw what was happening to his energy body: the rough stitches left behind by the local healer were gradually dissolving and being replaced by new, stronger, and denser ‘sections’ of meridians. Hundreds of tiny threads that had been tied to his main channels were now spreading out and falling back into place. New life had been breathed into his broken and torn meridians. 
 
    Moreover, his meridians and nodes were changing. The change was slight but noticeable. They didn’t become wider or longer, but more solid instead. They looked stronger and brighter, as if their walls had absorbed some sort of energy. Hadjar didn’t know what all of this would eventually lead to, but he was optimistic about it. 
 
    When the pain finally subsided, he opened his eyes and looked at the chief, who, in turn, looked at him with interest. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d survive, runt,” the huge orc said with respect. 
 
    “What... was… that?” 
 
    “The Strong Spirit Extract.” He slammed his fist against his chest, as if saluting Hadjar. “From early childhood, orcs drink it every full moon. It restores our power and strengthens our bond with the Spirits.” 
 
    Every full moon? That was why even a simple orc Heaven Soldier was comparable to a human Spirit Knight in terms of might. With such strong and tempered meridians, they didn’t need any Techniques for Strengthening the Body. Furthermore, all of their attacks were innately full of energy, without them ever needing to use any offensive Techniques. 
 
    “Good luck, Hadjar.” Helmer took off his hat, gave him a gallant bow, and began to fade. “If you survive, we’ll talk.” 
 
    After watching the demon disappear, Hadjar turned back to Gurtan. 
 
    “Do you have any more of this stuff?” 
 
    The chief laughed. His laugh sounded like the snarl of a bear that had been awakened in the middle of his hibernation. 
 
    “You’re funny, runt!” He clapped him on the shoulder. This simple and friendly gesture made Hadjar’s knees buckle. “This extract can only be drunk once a month. Also, according to our traditions, it’s only intended for hunters.” 
 
    “Why did you give it to me, then?” 
 
    Gurtan’s gaze hardened. He lifted his massive chin proudly and looked up at the blue sky. 
 
    “There’s no honor in hunting a wounded animal, and there’s no honor in fighting a wounded foe.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he stomped the ground with his foot, making it crack apart. Azrea hissed nervously and jumped to her feet as Gurtan’s spear flew into the air. He caught it deftly as it came back down, swung it over his head, then slammed the butt of it into the ground. 
 
    “Gar’ak dur!” He roared. 
 
    “Gar’ak dur!” The rest of the orcs echoed. 
 
    Such a magnificent battle cry would’ve easily drowned out even the sound of thunder had it struck right then and there. 
 
    Hadjar’s heart started beating faster, and his hands clenched into fists. There was something primal about all of this that awoke a long-forgotten lust for battle in him. 
 
    “Gar’ak dur,” the chief repeated in a low murmur for Hadjar’s benefit. “It’s difficult to translate into your language, but it means ‘Honor until death’.” 
 
    “Gar’ak dur,” Hadjar tried to repeat the phrase in the orcs’ strange, growling language. Surprisingly, he liked how it sounded. “An honorable motto, chief Bear’s Rage.” 
 
    Gurtan glanced down at him and nodded. 
 
    “I hope that we’ll get to share a pipe at the festival of the Full Moon one day, North Wind.” 
 
    With that, he raised his spear and swung it over his head again. He began to draw a circle in the ground around Hadjar with its tip. Night’s Pace followed his example. Azrea bowed respectfully and stepped aside. Lying down on the grass, she looked at Hadjar and bared her fangs as if to say: Get ready. 
 
    “Civilian, I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” the commander said, “but we’d better get back to the fort. The Duke will send his army, and then we’ll defeat both the orcs and the ones who have frightened them.” 
 
    “Do you understand what you’ve just said, commander?” Hadjar chuckled. “You think that we can kill the creatures that have scared them off?” 
 
    The Lord swore, waved his hand dismissively at Hadjar, then turned to his officers, ordering them to return to the fort immediately. They spurred their horses and broke into a run. Living on the border, they’d gotten used to fighting against the Darnassians, who were a familiar threat. However, the orcs inspired a kind of primal terror in them. Not everyone was crazy enough to face off against those who were rumored to be indestructible. 
 
    Hadjar was left alone on the field. The Lord cast a final glance at him and followed his officers. 
 
    When Gurtan finished drawing the circle, he turned back to his tribesmen. He shouted something to them and stood aside. Formidable and majestic, he still differed from human rulers, but Hadjar wasn’t sure how yet. 
 
    Soon, the sea of orcs came to life: they began to shout and beat their chests. The sound grew louder, and Hadjar watched as one of the bigger orcs approached him. They were all red-skinned, of course, but this orc had a particularly bright shade of red skin. He had thick, black hair and an even thicker beard. The rings in his right ear and eyebrow glinted faintly in the sun. The eight-foot-tall giant held an axe in each hand. They were huge, but the orc held them as if they weighed nothing. 
 
    Looking at the orc’s weapons through the World River, Hadjar was surprised to find that there was no trace of energy in them. The axes weren’t even artifacts! How had the orcs managed to survive so many centuries of war if they couldn’t even make artifacts? 
 
    The orc’s aura, however, was awe-inspiring — he was a mid-stage Spirit Knight, which was a whole level above Hadjar’s. Given his race, the giant could easily fight on equal terms with the commander. 
 
    The orc spun his axes and drove them into the ground, then sat down in front of the circle. He scooped up a handful of dirt and, after blowing on it, threw it into the air. He said something in his language, then raised his weapons and stepped into the circle. 
 
    Hadjar, in turn, stripped to the waist. He folded his clothes and placed them into his spatial ring. Bare-chested, he took a step forward, summoning his inner dragon and the Black Blade. 
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    [image: ]The three friends were watching the scene intently from the wall. When the orc chief drew a circle around Hadjar and an orc with blue tattoos approached him, the trio bid farewell to their new friend. But what happened next surprised them. 
 
    The concoction that he had drank did miracles to his body: energy wounds, which even the Boltoy’s healer had failed to fix, began to close. Moreover, his channels grew stronger and became filled with energy and color. Their friend, who had stood with difficulty on crutches, was now stretching his arms and legs. Throwing aside the useless pieces of wood, he stared boldly at the orc. 
 
    “Maybe he did hurt his head.” Derek commented. 
 
    The gates of the fort opened. The commander and his officers had returned to Boltoy. They handed their horses over to the stable boy and rushed upstairs. 
 
    “Honorable disciples,” the commander said to the trio, “do you know that man?” 
 
    “We met him a couple of days ago,” Irma answered. “We found him about a thousand miles west of Boltoy. He was gravely wounded at the time.” 
 
    “Near the border?” 
 
    The trio nodded. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Derek stepped forward eagerly. He was still suspicious of the wounded man. 
 
    “His name is Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind.” 
 
    “He really has a Name?” Alea wondered aloud. 
 
    Her friends looked at her blankly, but she just waved them away. They hadn’t listened to the lectures she had attended, so she had no time or desire to explain anything to them. 
 
    “Yes.” The commander nodded and went over to the edge of the wall. He was also interested in what was about to happen. “I’ve never heard of anyone named Hadjar who rides an Ancient Beast and lives in the borderlands.” 
 
    “He might be from a secret clan-” 
 
    “Or he has something to do with the aerial battle our scouts came across,” the Lord retorted. 
 
    “Whose ships were involved?” 
 
    “One was a sky pirate vessel. The other was too damaged to identify. It exploded while it was still airborne.” 
 
    The trio exchanged glances. Living almost on the border of the country, they were well aware of the sky piracy problem. These numerous ‘gentlemen of fortune’ clans made life in the borderlands very difficult, but nothing could be done about them. 
 
    “Did the pirates blow up the ship?” 
 
    The commander nodded. 
 
    “Do you know what kind of ships get blown up?” He asked the three disciples. 
 
    “Pirate ships,” Alea whispered, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Or Darnassian ones,” Derek murmured through clenched teeth. “We saved a Darnassian spy! I knew it.” 
 
    “Or a pirate.” Alea slammed her fist against the wall. “Which is even worse!” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourselves, honored disciples.” the commander put his hand on Alea’s shoulder. “You have great power, but little experience. Besides, that young man probably won’t survive this fight.” 
 
    However, something very strange was happening in the circle. The orc’s aura should’ve weakened or slowed Hadjar down, but the young man didn’t seem to feel any pressure as he walked calmly into the center of the circle. 
 
    “I don’t think a spy could have that many scars,” the commander had to admit. 
 
    Hadjar’s entire body was covered in scars, the most gruesome of which were on his chest. Back when Alea had treated him, his body had been covered in such a thick crust of blood that these ‘decorations’ had been hidden from view. By the time the healer had washed away the blood, both Irma and Derek had already left, so this was the first time most of them were seeing his scars. 
 
    “He’s a pirate, then.” 
 
    “A dead pirate,” the commander corrected Derek. “He’ll never be able to defeat the orc.” 
 
    Suddenly, a column of black energy sprang up around Hadjar, making the soldiers reach for their weapons, even though they were nowhere near the battle. 
 
    Irma and Alea took out their whips, and Derek drew his daggers. 
 
    In this pillar of black energy, they sensed the presence of something inhuman, a wild beast ready to pounce. At times, they could’ve sworn that they’d seen the silhouette of a mythical Lord of the Heavens — a dragon — within the pillar. 
 
    The pillar of energy began to gradually condense until it covered the cultivator with a hazy veil. When it dissipated, a cloak appeared on his shoulders. The wind ruffled its hem, sometimes ripping off patches of fog, but the cloak would immediately restore itself when that happened. His arms were covered up to his shoulders in armor made out of that same, strange fog. His gloved hands gripped a sword as dark as a moonless night. It was devouring the light like a hungry monster. The narrow, long blade, almost devoid of a guard, resembled a dragon’s fang. 
 
    “Is that artifact armor?” The trio had never seen anything like it. 
 
    “No.” The commander shook his head. “It’s a Call-” 
 
    “A Call?” 
 
    At the same time, the orc opened his mouth and howled like a wolf. His tattoos glowed, and a stream of bluish energy swirled around him. Armor made from leather and fur adorned his muscular body. His head was also protected by a helmet shaped like a snarling wolf’s head. 
 
    “I see that the orcs have a similar ace up their sleeve,” the Lord said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar had expected almost anything, but the orc having a Call startled him. As Einen had once said: the Call only had a few varieties. The first and weakest one gave the Inheritor some of their ancestor’s abilities. The second, stronger and rarer variant, created a powerful armor like Hadjar wore now. The third, the most powerful and rarest type, summoned an energy weapon, also called a Spirit Weapon. 
 
    This was Hadjar’s first time encountering someone else who possessed the second type. He’d gotten used to using his Call as one of his trump cards, but the orc, with his wolf-like armor, could easily beat it. 
 
    “You’re using the veil of the Spirits,” the red giant growled. “But can you fight in it?” 
 
    His massive opponent suddenly turned into the gray shadow of a huge wolf and charged him. Hadjar instantly used the sixth stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. Turning into a plume of black fog that held the silhouette of a dragon within it, he almost dodged the orc’s attack. Noticing one of the axes coming for him and feeling death’s icy fingers closing around his throat, he just barely managed to block with the Black Blade. 
 
    He’d underestimated the power of ordinary weapons. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The spectators on the wall heard the orc army roar in approval. A simple weapon such as the orc’s axe was supposed to shatter upon colliding with Hadjar’s aura, but it sliced right through it instead. 
 
    Hadjar was almost thrown out of the circle. 
 
    “Gods and demons!” Derek cried out. “What’s going on down there?” 
 
    The orc’s axes, like himself, were shrouded in that strange, blue energy. Now looking like the silhouettes of two wolf paws, the axes no longer seemed so harmless. On the contrary, they radiated the terrifying aura of Heaven level artifacts. 
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    [image: ]Spitting out blood, Hadjar straightened up and looked at his foe. His Call was no longer enveloping just the giant’s body, but his monstrous axes as well. The huge wolf paws radiated energy comparable to that of a Heaven level weapon. 
 
    “Impossible,” Hadjar breathed out. “By the High Heavens and the Evening Stars, what are you?” 
 
    “The way you use the Spirit Cloak is an insult to your ancestors,” the orc spat. “Your behavior is offensive!” 
 
    He charged him again, this time with even more monstrous power. A gray lightning bolt that looked like a wolf’s maw struck Hadjar. 
 
    “Rustle in the Treetops!” 
 
    Hadjar used the fifth stance of the Technique he’d inherited from his Master. Despite the fact that the axes shrouded in blue energy clashed against the conjured dragon-sword head on, Hadjar still couldn’t fully deflect the attack. The blow itself was stopped by his defensive Technique, but an echo of it still rolled over Hadjar. The pressure of an aura comparable to the advanced stage of the Spirit Knight level struck his armor. The cloak of black fog spread out behind him like two wings. Black ribbons shot out of it. Hundreds of them sunk into the ground, a lot of them tearing, but they held Hadjar in place. He heard a terrible crash behind him. The ground shot up suddenly like bared fangs, and a three-foot long crack appeared beyond the circle. 
 
    The orc’s sheer power was incredible. Such an attack would’ve broken Imperial level armor. 
 
    Hadjar, putting all the energy he could muster into his next attack, kicked the orc. His eyes widened in surprise when he felt his meridians begin to absorb energy. As a result, the kick was three times stronger than it should’ve been, pushing the orc back a couple of yards. 
 
    The red giant stopped himself from skidding across the ground by sinking his fingers into it. Hadjar had never seen such brute strength in his life. He’d always considered close combat to be his strong suit, but now he understood that the first mistake he made would be his undoing if he tried to fight up close. So, without wasting any time, he swung his sword. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    No one on the walls had expected the fight to be anything special, but it actually turned out to be an incredible spectacle. The Heaven Soldier took the spectators’ breath away with just one swing of his sword. The energy that was being poured into his blade couldn’t possibly belong to a Heaven Soldier! He had to be a Spirit Knight at least! 
 
    “Demons and gods!” The Lord’s brows rose in surprise. “Do the pirates even have elite cultivators?” 
 
    The three friends were as shocked as the commander. Being who they were, they’d heard a lot about the capital’s Schools and their outer circle disciples who could easily defeat any personal disciple from the borderlands. They were called the ‘elite’, the mainstay of the Empire’s power. And now, after witnessing Hadjar’s power, they finally believed those rumors to be true. 
 
    When Hadjar swung his sword, a black cloud appeared in the sky. From it, accompanied by a thunderclap, emerged a dragon that had a sword for a body. 
 
    “What a monstrous Technique!” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “He can’t possibly be an ordinary Heaven Soldier!” 
 
    Exclamations of surprise and admiration sounded from the walls. No one could believe their eyes. However, what happened next surprised them even more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Azure Cloud!” Hadjar shouted, deciding to use the seventh stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. Its power surprised even him. Previously, the dragon-sword had been about twenty feet tall, and no more than two feet wide, but now it was almost thirty feet tall and at least three feet wide. If he’d had such power during his fight against Tom Dinos, he might’ve been able to really injure him. 
 
    The orc met the powerful Technique with a snort of disdain. He spun the axe in his hand, then threw it at the dragon-sword. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    According to all the laws of cultivation, the axe should’ve lost its shroud of energy the moment it was released from the orc’s grip. Instead, the wolf paw made of energy only grew brighter and denser. Its claws flashed, and it easily sliced through one of Hadjar’s best Techniques. Having done its job, the axe returned to the orc’s outstretched hand. With two powerful swings, he sent both axes flying. They were so fast that it was impossible to dodge them. 
 
    “Calm Wind!” 
 
    A powerful current of wind suddenly struck the circle. What had once been outlined with a spear now looked like an actual arena: the current of wind had pushed the soil down to the depth of a palm. 
 
    The axes slowed, and Hadjar, once again wrapped in a plume of black fog, slid between them. Using the speed advantage he’d gained, he slid around the orc and attacked with his sword. The Black Blade had almost touched the orc’s back when he spun around and held his crossed arms out in front of him. The blade hit his wrists, but instead of severing his hands, it only threw the orc back. He slid along the ground, caught his axes without even looking, and, still moving, launched two attacks. Two crescents of energy rushed toward Hadjar, who, up until that point, had believed that such a thing could only be used by a person at the Weapon’s Heart level of weapon mastery. He realized that he’d been wrong to presume such a thing. The orc’s attacks didn’t emanate the Axe Spirit, but they were still very powerful. 
 
    Hadjar swung his sword. The cutting edge of the Black Blade moved smoothly through the air, followed by a black crescent of energy. It collided with the orc’s attack, and the resulting explosion created a funnel in the middle of the circle. Hadjar clearly heard a howl, but he couldn’t grasp what was happening. Everything the orc was using in this battle was at odds with Hadjar’s views of cultivation. 
 
    “Those who wear the slave mark will never understand,” the orc spat. 
 
    “Slave mark?” 
 
    “On your back, slave! You, a man whom the Spirits recognized, dared to defile yourself with the slave mark of a Weapon!” 
 
    “The slave mark of a Weapon?” Hadjar repeated. “What are you even talking about?” 
 
    But the orc didn’t give him time to ponder those words. He roared, and a flood of energy swirled around him. His next attack didn’t create a crescent in the air, but two grinning wolf maws instead. Each of them contained so much energy that even their echo could destroy an ordinary Heaven Soldier at the initial stage. 
 
    That’s impossible! 
 
    Hadjar’s mind was spinning. 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
 
    Darkness fell upon the world. 
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    [image: ]The soldiers and officers standing on the wall couldn’t contain their exclamations of admiration, surprise, and even fear. Following Hadjar’s simple, slow swing, a wall of darkness descended upon the orc. Fifty feet long and no thicker than a hair, it absorbed all the light around it. The only thing that set it apart from the gloom of true night was the presence of several blue threads spread out across the canvas of absolute blackness. 
 
    Every single one of the soldiers watching the duel was certain that they wouldn’t have survived such an attack. The officers, who were all Spirit Knights, thought the same thing. They definitely wouldn’t have been saved by their best defensive Techniques or Heaven level armor. All that and more wouldn’t have been enough to protect them from such an incredible Technique. 
 
    “How is a Heaven Soldier able to use a Heaven level Technique?” 
 
    “And kill a Spirit Knight in one blow?” 
 
    Of course, these people weren’t elites. There weren’t even any average cultivators among Boltoy’s defenders, only low-tier ones. So, to them, a Heaven Soldier capable of sending a cultivator a level above them on the path of cultivation to their forefathers with a single blow wasn’t just a genius, but an actual monster. 
 
    “If there are any more cultivators like him among the pirates, the sky is doomed.” The Lord gripped the hilt of his sword so tightly that his bloodlust began to seep out of him, leaving small cuts behind on the wall, ones that contained tiny traces of the Sword Spirit within then, indicating that he was at the level of a Wielder. He seethed at the fact that some Heaven Soldier had been able to comprehend the Weapon’s Heart level before him… 
 
    Only one in a hundred thousand swordsmen can do that! He thought. 
 
    The trio couldn’t wrap their heads around who this man they’d saved was. Hadjar hadn’t even been able to walk when they’d found him, and now he was turning out to be as strong as the Masters from their School! 
 
    “Such monsters really do exist!” Derek’s eyes glittered with both excitement and envy. “But I think that anyone who was born in a rich family and had access to the rarest resources and ingredients, as well as the best Masters, could do the same.” 
 
    The girls nodded. They’d also heard a lot about the abilities of the capital’s elite disciples. None of them would’ve ever guessed that Hadjar had come from a Kingdom so distant and poor that Derek would’ve considered its capital a village. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ‘Black Wind’, like all his other Techniques, was now much stronger than it had been during his fight against Tom Dinos. The minor strengthening of his channels and meridians turned out to be not so insignificant after all. 
 
    The wall of darkness split the wolf maws in half. They roared, scattering into flickers of gray energy. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand what was going on. The orc had broken all the laws of cultivation that he’d been taught since childhood. The orc was clearly using the word ‘Spirits’ differently from human practitioners. As soon as he’d seen Hadjar’s Sword Spirit tattoo, he’d called it ‘the slave mark of a Weapon’. He’d said ‘Weapon’, not ‘Weapon Spirit’. Hadjar couldn’t grasp the difference. 
 
    The ‘Black Wind’ Technique, after scattering the remnants of the orc’s Technique (although it wasn’t even a Technique in the usual sense), made a crack in the ground. It was deeper than it was wide, with smooth edges that looked as if someone had cut through the ground with a pair of scissors. 
 
    “Not bad, runt,” came a voice from the opposite side of the circle. 
 
    Suddenly, the wall of darkness broke apart. Its remnants were sent flying, and the ones that flew toward the orc army were stopped by Gurtan. Bear’s Rage spun his spear above him and leapt to meet the monstrous Technique. Plunging his weapon into the ground, he shouted something, and the silhouette of a huge, horned bear appeared in front of him. It lashed out with its claws and the darkness disappeared. 
 
    The remnants that flew toward Boltoy failed to reach their goal, stopped by magic shields. The people on the wall shuddered as the hieroglyphics swirling above the fort quivered slightly. They couldn’t believe that someone like Hadjar could actually cause the protective hieroglyphs to waver, even slightly. 
 
    However, his orc foe hadn’t budged. He now had a thin, long gash across his chest. Thick, unnaturally bright red blood trickled down his powerful muscles. One of his axes had been broken, but was still usable. 
 
    Seeing the pitiful wounds inflicted by his best Technique, Hadjar frowned in both displeasure and puzzlement. 
 
    “Are you surprised, runt?” The orc’s snarl taunted him. “I’ve already told you that the way you use the power of the Spirits offends your ancestors.” 
 
    Assuming a stance unfamiliar to Hadjar, the orc raised his left axe behind him and held the right one out in front of him. Bending his knees, he shot a column of energy into the sky. 
 
    “Kaged’khassie!” He shouted. 
 
    Swinging his axes, he created a rapid stream of energy. Within its gray haze, the outlines of a dozen gigantic wolves could be seen. Leaving no prints in the sand, they raced toward their prey. As soon as Hadjar assumed a defensive stance, they divided into ten separate attacks. 
 
    “Strong Wind!” 
 
    Hadjar’s Technique caused the soldiers to gasp again and stirred up a wave of cutting wind, the top of which was a dragon claw. It swallowed and then tore apart three wolves. Judging by the vortex of energy around the orc, he was preparing another attack. Not intending to give him time to launch it, Hadjar used the ‘Rustle in the Treetops’. 
 
    Turning into fog, he raced along the very edge of the circle. The wolves ran after him. Reinforcing his attack with the ‘Falling Leaf’, Hadjar sent blow after blow at the beasts. However, the orc deflected each and every one of them without even breaking a sweat. 
 
    The spectators began to grow nervous. The orcs’ war drums faded. Boltoy’s defenders whispered among themselves. The battle was dragging on. The wolves couldn’t catch up to Hadjar, and he, unable to prepare another Technique, couldn’t break through the orc’s defenses, who, in turn, didn’t have time to counterattack. 
 
    The fight had reached the stage where everything would be decided by the energy reserves of the fighters. Hadjar felt like he was close to running out. No matter how strong he was, no matter how monstrous his attacks looked, he was still just a Heaven Soldier. The orc, on the other hand, was a Spirit Knight, so he clearly had more energy than he did. Realizing that Hadjar was struggling, the orcs shouted in triumph, while the humans punched the wall in frustration. 
 
    But none of them knew that one of the fighters was the Mad General. 
 
    I don’t need to kill him! Hadjar suddenly thought. 
 
    Halting abruptly, he let the nearest wolf hit him in the back. Using the momentum of the axe strike, which tore through his black cloak and left a deep gash across his back, Hadjar pushed himself off the ground. Like a flash, he flew across the circle and, taking advantage of the orc’s bewilderment, slammed his shoulder into the giant’s chest. If he’d used his sword, the orc’s axes would’ve struck him in turn. 
 
    Both of them flew over the edge of the circle. 
 
    Silence fell upon the field. 
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    [image: ] “That was dishonorable, runt.” The orc jumped to his feet. “Arkhagar’bordox!” 
 
    What he said caused his fellow orcs to feel disgust or extreme surprise. It wasn’t hard to guess that the orc had just sworn obscenely. For all Hadjar knew, he could’ve been cursing him and his forefathers. 
 
    “As I understood it, my mission was to throw my opponent out of the circle.” 
 
    “But you were thrown out with me!” 
 
    Hadjar’s smile was wide and smug. Still lying on the ground in the giant orc’s shadow, he answered: 
 
    “Yes, but I was the second one to hit the ground.” 
 
    The orc glanced at the circle, then back at Hadjar, and said something that made the younger orcs cover their ears with their hands. 
 
    “If not for the chief’s orders,” the orc growled, “I would’ve killed you right then and there. You’re a disgrace to your forefathers!” 
 
    “Calm down, friend.” Hadjar frowned. “Who knows what I have in my spatial ring. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    The orc, who was completely out of control right now, slapped his chest, opened his fanged mouth, and growled. He was about to take a swing at Hadjar when a white lightning bolt struck the ground between them. Azrea, lashing the ground with her tail, roared at him, making everyone’s blood run cold. 
 
    “Stop!” A voice thundered. 
 
    Chief Bear’s Rage approached them. 
 
    “Chief.” The orc bowed his head. 
 
    The two spoke in their snarling language for a while, and Hadjar was content to just lay on the ground, trying to catch his breath. By the Evening Stars, if this had been a fight to the death, he would’ve been killed. He wouldn’t have been able to defeat the orc without the help of additional amulets and artifacts. 
 
    “Runt,” Gurtan’s voice lacked even a speck of respect, “you have proven that your tribe has no honor. What you call victory is simply malice and cowardice.” 
 
    Having said that, he struck the ground twice with his spear. The orcs raised their weapons, and their wolves howled. 
 
    “Wait, giant.” Hadjar waved his hands in protest. “First of all, no one explained the rules to me.” 
 
    “One who has honor from birth doesn’t need to be told where it begins and where it ends,” the leader snapped and raised his clenched fist to the sky. 
 
    However, the orcs were in no hurry to attack. Apparently, they still wanted to negotiate. 
 
    “The prophecy said that I should join the campaign against the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    “The prophecy spoke about North Wind, a man who would become a free hunter.” Gurtan’s eyes glittered with the animalistic desire of a predator, one eager to sink its claws and fangs into its prey. “You don’t have the honor needed to become a hunter, and you’ve sold your freedom to a Weapon.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t try to explain that he had no idea what the orcs meant when they differentiated between ‘Spirits’ and ‘Weapons’. To human cultivators, they were one and the same. 
 
    “Tell me, Bear’s Rage, do you want your people to die?” 
 
    The orc he’d just fought tensed and said something. Hadjar presumed that he’d just told Gurtan to kill him. 
 
    “If you can ask questions like that, then you don’t have a mind. Runts truly are like rabbits — all you can do is multiply. Nothing more.” 
 
    Hadjar chose to ignore the insult. He was no diplomat, but he knew when to speak and when to remain silent. 
 
    “Then tell me, wise chief, would you rather have your honor or the lives of the hundred thousand orcs behind you? Would you trade your honor for your child’s life?” He asked, hoping that he was right about this. He’d guessed a while ago that the Dah’Khasses had killed Gurtan’s child. 
 
    Gurtan froze and just stared at him. Hadjar had seen a similar look before. Long ago, he’d observed a battle between two generals — Moon Leen and Dragon Tooth. They’d once been the center of each other’s universe. Separated by war, they’d been able to reunite in death. That time, honor had taken precedence over Dragon Tooth’s feelings. However, Hadjar had understood that the man had fought not for his country and army, but for his own principles. 
 
    Gurtan was responsible for the fate of his whole race. Naturally, the weight of such a burden would grind any feelings and principles into dust. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why the Spirits sent us to you, North Wind.” Gurtan sighed. “The orcs couldn’t defeat the Dah’Khasses. In order to win and survive, we might need your dishonorable ways.” 
 
    Bear’s Rage struck the ground with his spear once again and the orcs lowered their weapons. Only the orc he’d fought against stood his ground. He and Gurtan argued in their own language for a while, until Bear’s Rage bared his fangs and struck his chest, challenging the former, forcing him to lower his head in submission. He dropped to his knees and raised his open palms. 
 
    “Don’t forget who wears the Thunder Eagle’s feathers, Steppe Fang,” the chief said, turned around, and walked back to his warriors. 
 
    Hadjar facepalmed as he observed the retreating figure. Steppe Fang gazed at him with hatred. 
 
    And I’ll be going into the monsters’ lair with him. Yay. 
 
    Hadjar looked up at the sky. The gods seemed to be trying to get rid of him. But even so, he would return alive and even stronger than before from this campaign. By the Evening Stars, he would acquire the root of a thousand-year-old fern and find out how Steppe Fang had used his Call in such a way. Maybe the orcs would even help him remove the seal of the Sword Spirit, or whatever it was. 
 
    Steppe Fang was dying to smack the grin of satisfaction off Hadjar’s face. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 551 
 
      
 
    [image: ]That evening, after Boltoy’s defenders became convinced that Hadjar wasn’t coming back, three cloaked figures left the fort on horseback. 
 
    Hadjar was playing with Azrea. He’d pick up a huge stick and throw it several hundred yards away. The tigress would run after it, catch it while it was still in the air, and then return it to him. Suddenly, she turned toward Boltoy and smiled, letting the stick fly over her head and fall to the ground. To a stranger, her grin might’ve looked unnerving, but Irma knew better. She jumped off her horse and hugged her four-legged friend, sinking into the fluffy whiteness of her fur. Azrea started purring and rubbing her head against her affectionately. 
 
    “Why don’t you lick her?” Hadjar muttered, took out his pipe, and filled it with tobacco. 
 
    Derek and Alea soon dismounted nearby. Neither of them looked as friendly as Irma, who was now lying on the belly of the Ancient Beast. Azrea was lightly tapping Irma’s back with her paws without letting her claws pop out. 
 
    “What about the orcs?” Derek asked, trying to look calm, but failing. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the orc camp. They’d set up something like tents, but they were cone-shaped and with a hole in the ‘ceiling’. Some of the orcs were lighting giant bonfires; others were scratching, washing, and feeding the wolves. They were clearly preparing for some kind of celebration. Looking at the silvery light of the moon, Hadjar guessed that it would most likely be the festival of the Full Moon. He wondered if they would howl at it like wolves. 
 
    “They told me to wait.” Hadjar shrugged. “They’re going to make me a hunter at the festival. After that, at dawn, we’ll go to fight the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    “The Dah’Khasses?” Alea and Derek exchanged glances. “Do you know what those are?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the two of them. They were holding their hands close to their weapons. It would be useless to continue pretending to be a Lascanian. 
 
    “I’m not from Lascan, so I know only what the orcs have told me.” 
 
    “Darnassus?” Derek asked. 
 
    Irma stopped scratching the tigress’ belly. Azrea tried to pull the girl back, but she dodged her paws and stood up. They must’ve come here with a plan, or at least some sort of backup. If they attacked him, they would instantly lose their lives. And, if he rode Azrea, Hadjar would easily be able to run away from the fort’s commander, but if he did so, he would lose his chance to get the fern and find out more about the orcs and their secrets. 
 
    “I’m not from Lascan or Darnassus.” Hadjar decided to try his luck. “I belong only to the sky,” he said, playing on the fact that they thought he was a pirate. And technically speaking, he wasn’t even lying. Traves had called him his descendant, and where did dragons live? In the sky, of course. Sometimes. Maybe. 
 
    “So you’re a pirate.” Derek moved his hands off his weapons. 
 
    The conversation would’ve continued if one of the orcs hadn’t appeared just then. Judging by his height and relatively scrawny build, he was still a teenager. 
 
    “Our shaman… calls you. The festival starts,” he said in broken Lascanian. “Others stay. Runts not go together.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have to go.” Hadjar spread his arms out apologetically. He was actually glad that he couldn’t speak to the trio. It might end up saving their lives. “Azrea, follow me.” 
 
    The tigress, after poking Irma’s back with her snout, followed. The orc ran away, leaving the two of them alone. Or maybe not… 
 
    “I approve, North Wind,” a laugh came from the darkness. “Your ancestor would’ve been proud of you. You deceived that stupid orc pretty well.” 
 
    Helmer came out of the darkness, still holding the glowing red sphere in his hands, once again missing his entourage of nightmares. 
 
    “Did you want to tell me something, demon?” 
 
    “Don’t sulk!” Helmer went to ruffle Hadjar’s hair, but the man dodged away. “All right, enough with the games.” The demon laughed. Hadjar quickened his pace, leaving the creature behind, but Helmer soon caught up with him. 
 
    “I’m upset that you left the capital, Hadjar. We had a deal involving you, the Tarez clan, and the Tournament of Twelve, you know.” 
 
    “That’s still a few years away,” Hadjar retorted. “Besides, I didn’t leave the capital on a whim. Mentor Orune gave me a task.” 
 
    He still had to get to Darigon, pick up the ancient scroll, and bring it back to ‘The Holy Sky’ School. 
 
    “That’s just an excuse,” Helmer said and waved his hand dismissively. “But I’m not angry at you. It’s just that, since you decided to deviate from the terms of our deal, I think it would only be fair to charge you a small fee.” 
 
    “A fee?” 
 
    “Don’t fret!” Helmer’s smile could’ve stopped Hadjar’s heart once, but now it only made him feel disgusted at how repulsive it was. “Let’s call it a mutually beneficial exchange.” 
 
    Hadjar looked the demon up and down. 
 
    “You won’t give up until I agree, will you?” 
 
    Helmer just smiled more broadly. 
 
    “What do you want, demon?” Hadjar asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Well, I need you to get me a trinket from the leader of the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    “What kind of trinket, exactly?” 
 
    Helmer began to vanish into the darkness. 
 
    “You’ll know it as soon as you see it.” 
 
    “And what will I get in return?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “You’ll know when you get it,” the wind whispered. 
 
    Hadjar and Azrea entered the orc camp. Helmer, leaving a nasty impression in his wake, disappeared. 
 
    “Runt.” Gurtan greeted him. “Come with me to the shaman. He’s already prepared the hunter’s potion for you.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded and motioned for Azrea to sit down somewhere. 
 
    She did, scaring the orcs in the process. 
 
    Gurtan gave the beast a respectful look, then turned back to Hadjar. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so calm if I were you,” he said coolly. “No one but the orcs has ever survived the rite.” 
 
    “Lovely.” Hadjar muttered and followed him. 
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    When Hadjar entered the shaman’s tent, he took a step back in surprise, unable to believe what he was seeing. From the outside, it had looked like an ordinary tent, but on the inside… It was as if a piece of the starry night, along with the moon, had been torn from the sky and woven into the cloth. 
 
    In the center, near the fire, sat orcs wrapped in animal skins. Their heads were decorated with even more feathers than Bear’s Rage had. The orc chief stood on the threshold. He looked at Hadjar with that same look of mild superiority and contempt he’d given him before. 
 
    “Don’t act so surprised, runt.” 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t exactly surprised, just puzzled. He’d seen something similar in Dahanatan before, when Dora had taken him to one of the best artifact shops in the Empire, which had turned out to be much bigger on the inside than it had looked from the outside, same as this tent. 
 
    He just couldn’t figure out how the orcs, who knew close to nothing about artifacts, had been able to do this. Hadjar didn’t want to admit it, but their knowledge of alchemy and their so-called Spirits were truly intimidating. 
 
    “Go on in, the shaman is waiting for you.” 
 
    Hadjar somehow entered the tent a second time. His feet immediately sank into the tall, lush grass that the floor had turned into. A cool breeze caressed his face. This wasn’t an illusion, he was certain of it, the wind and the grass were too real. 
 
    Cautiously, Hadjar approached the fire, accompanied by Bear’s Rage. It radiated waves of heat that couldn’t be mistaken for anything else. Hadjar had spent so many nights huddling by various fires that he could distinguish a real hearth from any illusion, no matter how powerful it was. 
 
    The four orcs inside the tent didn’t look like they were mirages, either. The closer Hadjar got to them, the faster his heartbeat became. He couldn’t explain what he was seeing. The first orc that drew his attention was very young. Five feet tall, he was about eight years old, but even so, he was sitting on a plaid blanket embroidered with intricate patterns, his head sporting dozens of white feathers. 
 
    To his left sat... the same orc. Only he looked ten years older, with clear, amber eyes, sharp fangs, and powerful muscles. A scarlet tattoo of his Name shone proudly on his chest. 
 
    Further to the left — the same orc once again, only wise and battle-hardened now, calm like a rock that had withstood a hundred storms. They’d knocked the rock down, even leaving deep scars on its surface, but they hadn’t been able to dump it into the raging ocean. 
 
    The last of the four was an old orc. His skin was no longer red, soaked with the blood of his prey and the sun of the steppes, but gray, the color of dry, dying earth. His muscles, once hard and defined, were now sagging and wrinkled. His scars looked like disgusting, pink worms. The only thing that had survived the flow of time was his thick hair. Once the color of a crow’s wing, it was now the color of moonlight. 
 
    “Sit down, human,” the youngest of the orcs said. He was the only one who wasn’t staring at the fire. 
 
    Hadjar realized that he was now alone with the shamans, stranded in the middle of the plain. Bear’s Rage had left. The exit looked like a shimmering strip of light, a cut in the fabric of the universe. It swayed in the wind, assuring him that he hadn’t left the world of the living just yet. 
 
    Hadjar sat down on a plaid blanket similar to the ones that the shamans, or the shaman, rather, were sitting on. 
 
    “I’ve seen you before,” the old orc said. The young orc’s eyes had dimmed, and he was now looking at the flames. “I was wandering through the Spirit World, looking for anything that could help us win against the Dah’Khasses. Among the winds that rolled like stones across the glass rivers, I saw a dragon dancing with a wind that brought solitude to where the most beautiful of flowers bloomed.” 
 
    Hadjar swallowed and blinked a couple of times. By the Evening Stars, if he hadn’t met the Tree of Life all those years ago, he might’ve gotten lost in the shaman’s words. 
 
    The old orc took out some herbs from a pouch tied around his neck. He rubbed them in his wrinkled hands and tossed them into the fire. A thin, white strip of smoke rose into the sky. Following the movement of his hands, it took the form of a dragon and swirled around Hadjar. He reached out and tried to touch it, but his fingers simply passed through it. 
 
    “Which one of the four of you am I talking to?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Right now, you’re talking to Wisdom,” the old man replied. “The young one is Curiosity.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t ask about the roles of the other two. 
 
    “They prefer to remain silent.” The old orc took another bundle of herbs and tossed it into the fire. “Pride and Freedom... The more wisdom an orc has, the more often they turn away from them, preferring to recall their childhood curiosity, rather than dwell on youthful freedom or the pride of an adult hunter.” 
 
    Hadjar tried to look into the old orc’s eyes, but the latter kept looking away. Perhaps what he’d said was full of deep wisdom, but Hadjar didn’t share Einen’s love for philosophy. He was a simple man. 
 
    “Is it difficult?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand the question. The shaman, noticing his confusion, pointed at the tattoo on Hadjar’s forearm. He quickly covered it with his sleeve. 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    “Just as I thought.” The old orc nodded. 
 
    He threw a third bundle of herbs into the fire. “You humans once knew the ways of the Spirits, but you forgot them, deciding to replace real power with Techniques and artifacts…” 
 
    The shaman kept throwing various herbs, roots, and flowers into the fire. There was something mesmerizing about his simple gestures. 
 
    “Your hunter was strong,” Hadjar agreed. “But I’ve never heard of an orc who reached the Nameless level or higher.” 
 
    “Level?” the orc repeated. “But we’re still alive.” 
 
    “As are humans.” Hadjar retorted. “We’re thriving, in fact.” 
 
    “Like parasites. If the host dies, the parasites will also die.” 
 
    Hadjar decided to stay silent and let the orc think he had won their little verbal duel. It didn’t take a genius to compare the cultures of the two races and figure out who was at the forefront of progress in this world. 
 
    “Your Name was given to you,” the old orc said in a calm, even tone, but Hadjar heard the contempt hidden behind it. “What is given is as light as a feather. It comes, and it goes. Time is given to us, and we lose it. Life is given to us, and we lose that, too. Love, anger, sadness, and joy are all feathers. They hover around us, sometimes touching, and sometimes flying away into the distance.” 
 
    The orc waved his hand and a huge column of smoke shot out into the night sky. 
 
    “But there are also things that we gain ourselves and that are very difficult to take away. Honor, freedom, family... Names. There is nothing difficult, human, about being yourself when no one is against it. But can you be yourself when you have to fight for your Name?” 
 
    The column of smoke stretched across the sky like a thick veil and then turned into a funnel. 
 
    “What are y-” 
 
    Before Hadjar could finish speaking, he was lifted off the ground and sucked into the vortex. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Heart rate is back to normal!” A voice came from the darkness. 
 
    “The neural network has been successfully installed!” 
 
    Indistinct shapes and figures flickered in and out of his vision. 
 
    “Neural conduction is at one hundred percent! Colleagues, the operation was a success!” 
 
    He opened his eyes. He was in an operating room. He couldn’t move... or even breathe on his own. 
 
    “I dreamt,” he wheezed. 
 
    For the first time in his life, he heard his own voice. 
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    [image: ]He opened his eyes and saw the white ceiling of the hospital ward in which he’d spent the past seven years. The walls were covered with posters of different landscapes — the glaciers of Iceland, the Great Wall of China, the Sphinx, and many more. In the center was an old, rusty sign from Route 66. It was his childhood dream to visit North America one day and drive down that highway, but… 
 
    “Dark-” 
 
    He turned his head abruptly and felt a lump rise in his throat. For the first time in his life, he saw the bright lights of the city at night. Long avenues and streets snaked between huge buildings made of glass and iron. But despite all that splendor, he gazed at the empty sky. He missed the stars, even though he had never seen them. The smog was so thick that they were invisible. 
 
    “Hello,” a voice sounded from the hallway. 
 
    The doors to his room slid noiselessly apart. Made of glass, they were more transparent than a clear mountain stream. That was a weird thought. He’d never seen a mountain stream before… 
 
    “Hello,” he replied. 
 
    He liked the sound of his voice. 
 
    Paul Koval sat down on the edge of his bed. He took out a strange laser pointer from the breast pocket of his white lab coat. It lit up with a dim, white light that Koval directed at his patient’s eyes, making him blink. 
 
    “The operation was rather complicated.” Koval said, getting to the point. The patient was grateful for that. Unlike a certain friend of his, he hated small talk and beating around the bush. Wait, friend...? I have no friends. “After we installed the neural network and connected it to your nervous system, your heart failed. We almost lost you.” 
 
    He looked at the tired doctor. The man probably hadn’t slept at all in the last few days. 
 
    “Something went wrong with the anesthetic and you woke up. It’s good that the neural network took control, otherwise you would’ve died from the shock.” 
 
    The patient nodded and reached for his laptop, which served as both his only way of communicating with the outside world and a workplace where he could write his music. He felt a surge of panic when he couldn’t find it at first. Looking around, he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw it lying on his bedside table. 
 
    “Use your words,” Koval said with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” he answered. “Why can I talk and move? My muscles must be atrophied,” he asked, even though he didn’t really care. He just wanted to listen to more of his own voice. 
 
    “You’ve been in a medically induced coma for about a month, ever since you woke up on the operating table,” Koval said, taking the patient’s wrist. Looking at his wristwatch, Koval nodded to himself, got up, and closed the window, keeping the wind that kept whispering things into the young man’s ears away. “We worked on your body while you were out. We put everything we could in order and accelerated your neural connections to their natural threshold value.” 
 
    The patient raised his right eyebrow in puzzlement. 
 
    The room was silent for a moment. Koval didn’t offer to explain anything. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Koval chuckled. 
 
    “All of the module’s computing power is focused on maintaining your ability to control your body. To be precise, you control the module, and it sends commands to your nerves.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “It means that there’s an additional link between your mind and muscles. However, that doesn’t make you any less human or any more robot.” 
 
    After giving it some thought, the patient exhaled and nodded. He wasn’t afraid of becoming a cyborg. As a child, he would’ve given everything for such a chance, for that faint glimmer of hope that he’d one day be able to walk the streets of the city. However, he’d never gotten the chance to take that risk. 
 
    “I had an unusual dream,” he suddenly said. 
 
    “That’s normal for a medically induced coma.” Koval nodded. After checking the numerous monitors, he sat down on the edge of the bed again. “Can you tell me what your dream was about?” 
 
    Clutching the white sheets, he tried desperately to remember what he’d dreamt about. But all he managed was to recall a couple of vague images and give himself a headache. “I can’t remember… Why can’t I remember?” 
 
    “It was a drug-induced dream,” Koval tried to calm him down. “It’s okay if you can’t remember it. It was your past, anyway. Now you have a bright, new future ahead of you.” 
 
    But he wasn’t listening, feeling like he had forgotten something important. Something vital. Damn it! 
 
    “By the way,” Koval continued, getting up from the bed, “The reporters are eager to speak to you.” 
 
    “Reporters?” 
 
    Koval, still tired but smiling happily, went to the door. 
 
    “Of course, everyone is interested in hearing about the famous musician’s miraculous recovery. Although, to be honest, I’m not a fan of electronic music.” 
 
    With that, he left the room. Winking as he did so, he allowed the doors to remain open for a moment, so that the man could see just how many reporters were in the hallway. The hospital was probably getting good PR from them. He shouldn’t have refused to be placed in a VIP ward. He waited until the doors closed and looked out the window. The city, not caring about his rebirth, continued on with its life. 
 
    “Damn it!” He gripped the edge of the bed and tried to get up. “Damn it!” 
 
    His legs were still weak, and he immediately collapsed to the laminated floor. Just before he did, he reflexively put out his arm in front of him. It hurt. Lying on the floor, he both cried and laughed with joy. It was nice to feel again. Even if what he felt was pain. 
 
    Another gust of wind blew the window open. 
 
    “Dark-” it whispered again. 
 
    The noise of the city began to grow louder. Out there, in the nightclubs, his music was being played. People loved each other, quarreled, made up, found and lost each other, all of it accompanied by his music. He could finally reach them. He could leave his cramped prison and discover what was behind the horizon and even farther beyond that. He could stand in the spotlight and say, “Hey! It’s me!” He refused to let his stupid, weak legs stop him from achieving that dream… 
 
    He gripped the edge of the bed. 
 
    Nothing would stop him: not his weak legs, or the reporters, or his lack of power, or the doctors… 
 
    By straining every muscle in his body, he was able to sit up. 
 
    ...because he would overcome any obstacle in his way… 
 
    With a jerk, he rose to his trembling feet and, swaying forward, grabbed the edge of the window, then fell out onto the small balcony. He stared up at the night sky. Blood trickled down his bruised face, but he smiled with joy. With a sigh, he raised his hand and, holding on to the railing, got up. The wind ruffled his hair. He could barely keep himself from tumbling into the cold night. 
 
    ...because no one could stop him, or his name wasn’t… 
 
    “Are you crazy?” A voice came from behind him. 
 
    Startled, he turned around. 
 
    In the room, holding a notepad, her hair disheveled and her robe slightly rumpled, was the graduate student who’d asked him what he wanted to do first after his operation. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you.” He turned back to the city. 
 
    It was bathed in cold neon and warm electric lights, waiting for him to fall into the open arms of the stone jungle. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I remember you.” 
 
    He heard the clicking of heels on the floor, and then the balcony door opening. She was at his side. She was angry and resentful, and her head barely came up to his chest. He wondered if she was that small, or if he was just that tall. 
 
    “Do you understand what you’re doing? You have forty stitches in your spine and in the back of your head! If they open up-” 
 
    She smelled of flowers, shower gel, and perfume. His head was a little fuzzy... 
 
    “...or do you think that just because you can move now-” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her sensual, red lips. Clumsily and rudely, but with the passion of a thirsty man who’d just been handed a waterskin. Why did he remember drinking from a waterskin? 
 
    “What are you-” 
 
    His hand slid down her back, then went lower still. She moaned. Her notepad fell to the floor. He had always suspected that she liked him. 
 
    “Please, stop-” 
 
    He didn’t. His movements were practiced, almost like a habit. Had he seen a lot of this on the Internet? 
 
    Barely able to stand, he took her right there, on the balcony of the ward that served as his prison. She moaned and left deep scratches across his skin. He held her by the hair, but never took his eyes off the city. 
 
    A new life awaited him. 
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    He jerked the steering wheel to the right. Screeching, the car turned without slowing down. Skirting another car, he stepped on the gas pedal with all he had. The engine revved up and roared, like the jaguar whose muzzle glinted above the bumper, as it sped across the asphalt. 
 
    The music coming from the car’s speakers was so loud that it shook the vehicle. Heavy and sharp, it thrummed through the city from the wide-open windows. Many curses and insults were directed at him, but he didn’t care. He heard the police sirens coming from somewhere behind him. So what? He had enough money to pay the police off, as well as the Hague Tribunal if necessary. 
 
    With one hand on the wheel, he opened another bottle of whiskey with the other. He’d thrown the previous one out of the window, hitting a trashcan, although he had been aiming at the windshield of one of the cars chasing him. 
 
    “Black Jaguar, license number-” 
 
    He turned the music up so that he couldn’t hear the police officers anymore. Didn’t they want to see the city’s lights for themselves? To look at the proud spires of the skyscrapers against the backdrop of heavy clouds? The music roared as he raced. Sometimes, the tires screeched and the suspension creaked, but he greeted all of it with cheers and gulps of fine whiskey. 
 
    “...pull over to the side of the road!” 
 
    But he didn’t. Going even faster, he felt like he was trying to catch up to something. Or was he trying to run away from something? 
 
    His phone rang. It was the newest smartphone model his last assistant had bought for him. He pressed a button on the wheel and the screaming music changed to an equally loud, screeching female voice. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    He looked around. 
 
    “Not far from High Garden.” 
 
    “Damn it, Dark-” A hiss came from the speakers. “There’s a crowd of reporters waiting for you!” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind? We agreed to hold a conference today to talk about your latest release!” 
 
    He jerked the wheel sharply. The tires screeched and the car tilted slightly, but it stayed on the road. The policeman who’d tried to cut him off slammed his fist against a lamppost in frustration and radioed something to the others. He watched him turn into a distant dot in his car’s rearview mirror. 
 
    “Are you driving?” The voice from the speaker asked. 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “You lost your license a month and a half ago!” 
 
    He choked on the whiskey, cleared his throat, looked reproachfully at the half-full bottle, and with a curse, threw it out the window. This time, he hit his target — the police car behind him. The driver hit the brakes. The car spun out of control and did a couple of spins before crashing into the side of a store. He wondered where the cops had gotten cars that could keep up with his. 
 
    “Oops,” he said. 
 
    “Oops! What does that mean? If you hadn’t been high as a kite while listening to the verdict, you would’ve remembered that you aren’t allowed to drive for another decade!” 
 
    He didn’t specify that his ‘oops’ had been uttered because of a completely different mistake he’d made far more recently. Fortunately, none of the officers had been injured, and there were no pedestrians on the sidewalk at this late hour. His assistants could probably get him out of any charges, but it wouldn’t be easy to get away with murder. Had he actually killed someone, he might’ve been sent to jail. By the Evening Stars, he would never be locked away again! 
 
    “By the Evening Stars…” 
 
    “What? Evening stars? Are you completely drunk?” 
 
    “Damn it all! What a strange expression... Where did I hear it?” 
 
    “Come here immediately! I can’t keep the press around any longer.” 
 
    “Sugar,” he couldn’t remember her name. “I have a little problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He looked in the rearview mirror. “There are fifteen police cars on my tail.” 
 
    The woman swore and then the dial tone sounded, followed by heavy music. 
 
    He twisted the wheel and ducked into a narrow street. Pressing the handbrake button, he jerked the wheel in the opposite direction and hit the brakes. The car spun around in a semicircle. The left side of the car lifted slightly, then slammed back down onto the asphalt. Pressing the button again, he stomped on the gas pedal, driving it into the floor. Smoke trickled out from beneath the hood of his car, but he didn’t care. He would buy another car. Or several. 
 
    A bald young man, dressed in a pair of old, black jeans and a leather jacket, was crossing the street when the car, snarling like a wounded animal and emitting clouds of smoke, ran into the oncoming traffic, right into a row of police officers. At the last second, he managed to avoid the pedestrian. 
 
    “Are you suicidal?” He shouted at the man. He seemed vaguely familiar. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, he saw a middle finger with the word DOOM tattooed across its length. 
 
    “Bastard!” He shouted. 
 
    But, after getting back to playing cat and mouse with the cops, he soon forgot about the man. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A once-luxurious sports car with broken windows, numerous dents, and its doors almost torn off, stopped at the gate of a fashionable estate. A young man got out of the car, kicking the door clean off to do so. He was unshaven, dressed in a crumpled three-piece suit with a red tie, and carrying an open bottle of whiskey. 
 
    “I showed them,” he said to a startled girl. 
 
    She was tall and slender, with thick, black hair and well-defined cheekbones. She had a slim waist, long legs, and magnificent breasts. Unfortunately, he didn’t remember her name, or whether he had slept with her or not. Although, knowing him, he probably had. 
 
    Sirens sounded behind them. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I didn’t.” He smiled, handing the girl the bottle. “You’ll take care of them for me, won’t you?” 
 
    She accepted the bottle automatically and watched the man walk away. He blew his nose into the rose bushes, then scratched his ass, and finally, he tucked his shirt into his trousers. 
 
    She swore, but he didn’t hear her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Here we are, sir.” 
 
    He jerked awake and hit his forehead against the glass. Damned limos and their bulletproof windows! One day, he would become a cursed unicorn! 
 
    “Thanks.” He took two crisp bills from his wallet and placed them on the seat. 
 
    “Sir, I’m your driver. I already get paid.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you were a taxi driver.” He still left the money there. 
 
    “Sir, you should take better care of yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” Talking to the driver, whom he’d never seen before because of the limo’s partition, always calmed him down. “Good night, Ted.” 
 
    “Good night, Dark-” 
 
    The sound of the limo door slamming shut interrupted the driver. The car remained parked on the sidewalk in front of an apartment complex — a huge, fifty-two-story skyscraper. He owned one of the two penthouses on the top floor. 
 
    After greeting the doorman, he entered the lobby. It was spacious, flooded with artificial light, had a marble floor, granite reception desk, and the receptionists were always nice and friendly. They somehow managed to stay cheerful even at such a late hour. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Dark-” 
 
    The sound of a lift coming down drowned out the greeting of one of the girls. He’d slept with her last week. Or was it the week before? It got hard to keep track of his numerous girlfriends sometimes. 
 
    Once inside, he ran his keycard across the touch panel and pressed a button. The doors closed and the lift went up. It had been so much easier when he hadn’t known anything about sex... 
 
    The doors opened, letting him enter a vast expanse of empty space. Right next to the kitchen set, a mattress lay on the floor, with a TV right in front of it. A little farther away, in front of the panoramic window, which afforded him a view that wasn’t that much different from the one he’d had in the hospital, there was a pile of tech he used to make music, including his old laptop. 
 
    As soon as he went over to the refrigerator, which was filled to the brim with various bottles of alcohol, the TV turned on. 
 
    “So, Mr. Dark-” 
 
    He slammed the door shut, opened a bottle of beer by hitting the cap against the edge of the kitchen counter, then plopped down on the mattress. 
 
    “...three years ago, when you first came out of the hospital, what did you want to do the most?” 
 
    Accompanied by the applause and cheers of the audience, he’d come out, clean-shaven and more than presentable. It was amazing — they’d shot this interview just three hours ago, but they’d already managed to turn his ghastly visage into the face of the hottest man of the month during postproduction. He didn’t know which month it was right now, though. He could barely even remember the year. 
 
    “That it would be nice to download a map onto my smartphone,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” The shorthaired interviewer asked. 
 
    “To find out where the nearest strip club is.” 
 
    Everyone was shocked at first, but then they laughed. 
 
    He turned off the TV. 
 
    What had really been his first thought three years ago? To buy a ticket to North America and go on a road trip along Route 66. That ticket was now buried somewhere in the pile of empty bottles and other assorted junk. However, he’d never managed to leave this accursed city. 
 
    He rubbed his chest, which itched again as he felt the emptiness, drained the bottle in one gulp, and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you truly desire such a life, Dark-” 
 
    Suddenly, he woke up. Looking at his watch, he realized that he’d gotten maybe an hour of sleep. It was four in the morning 
 
    “Damn this city to hell,” he muttered, getting to his feet and hobbling over to the sink. He washed his face with dish soap. “Why can’t I sleep?” 
 
    He realized that someone was ringing the doorbell. 
 
    “Who the hell could that be at this hour?” 
 
    He walked down the huge, empty hallway and opened the door. There were only two apartments on his floor. He’d bought his when the building had first been built, and had hoped that no one who could afford to pay so much for an apartment would want to live next door to a drug addict and drunk. After all, all the rich people knew each other in this city. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He almost stumbled and fell when he saw a pretty girl of about eighteen at his door. Surprisingly, she was the same kind of girl his assistants tended to be: athletic, busty, and dark-haired. “My name is Anise. I’m your new neighbor.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Can you help me with my faucet?” 
 
    He noticed that she was holding a wrench. He also realized that she was only wearing a shirt, one that was completely soaked through, revealing her bra. 
 
    “I can give you the phone number of the maintenance department.” 
 
    “I’ve already called them.” The girl shook her head. “They said it’ll take them half an hour to get here. My apartment will be flooded by then.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Well, okay then.” He took the wrench from her, even though he couldn’t use it. He was hypnotized by her incredible body. 
 
    “What’s your name?” She asked. 
 
    “Dark-” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish speaking. The annoyance of being interrupted felt oddly familiar. The service elevator’s doors slid open. Three very creepy men stepped into the hallway. One of them held a silenced pistol. He heard the muffled sound of a gunshot, followed by a scream. 
 
    “What a fucking evening!” 
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    [image: ]The bullet whizzed past him and lodged itself in the wall. He ducked through the open door of the other penthouse, rolled across the carpet, and closed the door with his foot before anyone could break in. 
 
    “Thank you,” he heard from behind him. 
 
    He turned around and saw the girl crouching nearby. What was her name again? Some kind of flower — Anise. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he answered. To be honest, he had forgotten about her while trying to save his own skin. He was about to say something when he was interrupted by a burst of machinegun fire raining down on the penthouse door. 
 
    “Damn it!” He cursed and rolled out of the line of fire. 
 
    When he’d originally bought the place, he’d been baffled by the designers’ decision to install reinforced steel doors, but right now, he was grateful for it. 
 
    His assailants, whoever they were, clearly didn’t plan to give up. After emptying an entire gun store’s worth of ammo, they quieted down. 
 
    However, he knew his troubles were far from over. 
 
    Who are these people? He was kneeling under the kitchen counter, groping for a frying pan. When he found it, he squeezed its handle as if it were the only thing that could save him from certain death. Tomie’s people? But I paid him back! The police? No, they wouldn’t do anything illegal. The Morishima clan? Those damned Asians might’ve misunderstood my- 
 
    He suddenly realized that there were too many people in this accursed city who wanted to kill him. 
 
    “Do you-” 
 
    He turned to Anise, but she was no longer behind him. Looking around, he saw her standing near a wardrobe, which turned out to be a built-in safe. Instead of jewelry and money, it was full of various guns, from miniature single-shot revolvers that could be hidden in a purse, to monstrous Desert Eagles that were almost one and a half feet long. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Anise ignored him, pulling the hem of her dress up (she’d gotten rid of her soaked shirt). Instead of a garter, there was a leather belt around her stockings, into which she shoved two pistols and a long, leaf-shaped knife. She already had a submachine gun strapped across her back and two more pistols with silencers in her hands. 
 
    “Can you shoot?” She asked. 
 
    He wanted to say that he only knew how to go to the toilet because he really needed to right about now, but he resisted the urge. His heart was beating so fast that he was afraid it would jump out of his chest. 
 
    “That’s a no, then.” Anise nodded, snatched something from the safe, and tossed it to him. He didn’t want to injure himself by trying to catch the weapon, so he stepped to the side to avoid it. A long, narrow Chinese sword landed next to him with a clatter. Just for a fraction of a moment, it seemed familiar to him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” He shouted, the seriousness of the situation finally hitting him. 
 
    Anise, ignoring his question, checked the safeties on her pistols and holstered them. The slim girl no longer looked like someone who couldn’t handle a leaking faucet on her own, but like an action hero who could take down an elite squad of mercenaries singlehandedly. 
 
    “Can you give me a hand with this?” She nodded at the sofa that stood not far from the door. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re going to blow up the door,” she explained, growing tired of his incompetence. “We need to slow them down.” 
 
    “The door?” He squeaked. “Blow up?” 
 
    Anise rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Are you going to help me or not? We’re running out of time.” 
 
    Swallowing noisily, hiccupping, almost fainting from the terror, he rose stiffly to his feet and started toward her. 
 
    “Don’t forget the sword! And throw away that ridiculous pan.” 
 
    Like a puppet, he turned around and walked back to the sword. As he did so, after a particularly intense surge of adrenaline, he decided that nobody gets to boss him around and proudly... stuck the frying pan in his belt. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why, but he took a kitchen towel, tied it around his waist, then stuck the sword through it. 
 
    “Cool!” Anise smiled. “Where did you learn to do that?” 
 
    That’s when he realized what he’d done. 
 
    “I…” For some reason, he could hear the distant echo of war drums in the back of his mind. “I…” 
 
    “Help me with the sofa!” 
 
    “I,” he said a little stiffly, then exhaled. “Of course.” 
 
    Working together, they moved the sofa over to the door, leaving some room between them. Anise knocked down a couple more shelves and cabinets, then, ducking behind them, grabbed the machinegun from over her shoulder. Sitting next to her and shaking like he was in the middle of an icy wilderness, he frantically counted the seconds. He’d heard that counting helped one calm down in stressful situations. Having tried it for himself, he could safely assume that whoever had made that claim had never been under fire. 
 
    “Who are you?” He squeaked again. “Why do they want to kill you?” 
 
    “Stop being so loud,” she said. They heard the men outside place something very heavy against the door. “I’m Anise, daughter of the Head of the Predatory Bla-” 
 
    A deafening explosion drowned out the rest of her sentence. As if she’d spent all her life doing nothing but shooting, Anise crouched down on one knee and, resting her elbow on a small shoe rack for balance, put her finger on the trigger. There was a click, followed by a fiery rain of bullets. 
 
    They fired back. 
 
    He was curled up on the floor, hands pressed against his ears, clearly shouting something, but even he didn’t understand what. When his throat started to ache from all the screaming, he shut up. 
 
    “Help,” he croaked. 
 
    One of the bullets missed his temple by a couple of inches, making a hole in the huge window behind them. Three more bullets followed, and the glass shattered into a million little pieces. The wind blew in, scattering papers and disturbing the curtains. 
 
    “Dark-” 
 
    He groped around, looking for something. Finding a phone, he squeezed it tightly. He turned it on and cursed — he had neither internet access nor a signal. 
 
    “Jammers!” Anise explained. 
 
    Setting the machinegun aside, she started firing the two silenced pistols. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” The girl shouted. 
 
    Tossing away one of the pistols, she continued to fire back, her other hand reloading the submachine gun lying next to her with the eerie composure of a professional. He noticed a scarlet stain on her right shoulder. Blood trickled to the floor, coming out of her wound. 
 
    “You’re-” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Anise snapped. 
 
    She suddenly swayed. A bullet whizzed past her head as she fell to the floor, pale as a ghost. 
 
    “Flank her!” Someone shouted from the corridor. “Tobias, take the corpses with you!” 
 
    Corpses? 
 
    “The window,” Anise croaked, holding her injured shoulder. “There’s a cleaning platform on the other side.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s two floors down… We have to jump. Otherwise, we’re both dead.” 
 
    He peeked out from behind the wardrobe they’d used as cover. There were four bodies on the floor. Eight men in black suits and sunglasses were placing them against the walls of the hallway. 
 
    “Damn it!” He picked Anise up in his arms. 
 
    “Damn it!” He straightened up. 
 
    “Damn it!” He ran toward the window. 
 
    “Shoot!” 
 
    Bullets whizzed past all around him. His right side was badly injured. 
 
    God damn this old wound of mine! Wait, old wound? 
 
    Instead of jumping, the two of them simply fell from the 52nd floor of the skyscraper. 
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    [image: ]While falling, he managed to twist around and, holding Anise as tightly as he could, land shoulder-first on the iron platform. The pain made his vision explode in a flurry of white and red flashes. Before he could recover, Anise pulled a lever. The platform suddenly dropped with a screech. He saw the men in suits leaning out of the window with weapons at the ready, but they didn’t fire. 
 
    “They… need me… alive. They won’t shoot… to kill,” Anise panted. She took out a knife and cut off the hem of her dress. Ripping it in half to make two strips of fabric, she handed them to him. “Bandage me up.” 
 
    He was about to say that he didn’t know how to do that, but the glare she shot him with her catlike green eyes made him shut up. 
 
    “Damn it,” he cursed. 
 
    Making Anise growl with pain, he didn’t bandage her wound so much as bind it. The platform had already descended to the twentieth floor. 
 
    “Take it.” She handed him the gun. “I’ve already flipped the safety off. All you have to do is aim and pull the trigger.” 
 
    As soon as his fingers touched the uncomfortably hot grip of the gun, a gust of wind tousled his long, black hair. It seemed to be whispering something. Something very important… 
 
    “Focus!” Anise’s cry snapped him out of it. 
 
    He looked down. There, near the exit, stood a dozen armed men. 
 
    “We’re doomed…” 
 
    Anise took out something small and oval from under her dress. She pulled the pin out with her teeth and threw it down. Shouting in alarm, the armed men scattered. Three seconds later, when the platform was at the fifth floor, a powerful explosion shattered the nearby windows, sending shards flying toward them. 
 
    A couple of shards hit him, making him cry out in pain. He yelled even louder when the cables broke. The platform flew the final four floors down and landed on the roof of a parked jeep. His scream turned into a moan. 
 
    “We need to leave.” Anise rolled over and pulled him down. 
 
    As his body fell to the pavement, he realized that he hadn’t lost the sword. He wondered when and where he’d learned how to make impromptu sheaths. 
 
    “Dark-” 
 
    He turned abruptly. He was sure that he’d heard someone call out to him. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there!” Anise shouted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    They hurried over to an Audi that was waiting for them at the curb. Anise, pulling the key out of… somewhere, pressed two buttons on it and threw it to him. He snatched it out of the air on reflex. He didn’t immediately understand what she wanted him to do. 
 
    “If the reporters are to be believed,” she said as she jumped into the car, “you’re a great driver.” 
 
    He turned back to the blown-up building. The flames had already spread to the first and second floors. He heard people shouting and the noise of fire trucks howling down the street. 
 
    The armed men, who’d been dazed by the explosion and were now trying to grab their weapons, looked around in search of them. 
 
    “There they are!” One of them shouted and bullets rained down on the asphalt all around them. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    He dove into the car, hit the gas, slammed on the brake and turned the key. The engine roared and the car took off. In a matter of seconds, they were two blocks away, but he was jolted and slammed into the steering wheel as machinegun fire rang out behind them. Bullets struck the Audi, and the car began to wobble. Slowing down because he didn’t want to risk making a turn at full speed, he twisted the wheel. 
 
    “We’ll-” 
 
    A powerful impact launched the car into the air. The sky and ground spun around him and he felt as if someone had tossed him into a washing machine and turned it on. The airbags activated, trapping them. When he regained consciousness, he saw Anise dragging him down an alleyway. Her injured left arm was bent at an unnatural angle. They hid in a side alley, behind dumpsters that stank of rot. The stench that wafted out of the sewers was almost tangible. All he could think about was whether this was the end of his story. He twitched and yelped, catching Anise when she suddenly collapsed. 
 
    He got to his feet, took her by the shoulder, and started hobbling toward a subway entrance when a bullet struck the side of the building right next to him, sending sparks flying. 
 
    “Hand her over,” a voice came from behind him. 
 
    He turned around. Hiding behind human shields, the men in suits had their guns pointed at him. He examined the hostages: a crying woman with long, black hair and blue eyes, a man with a strong chin, and a little girl with golden locks. 
 
    “Hold on, Elizabeth,” the man’s voice was trembling, but he was clearly trying to comfort his wife and daughter despite that. “Elaine, honey, look at daddy… Everything will be all right.” 
 
    “I’m so scared, Haver,” the woman whispered. 
 
    Their names made his chest ache. What the hell was an ordinary family doing out on the streets of this damned city at this late hour? 
 
    “Give us the girl and-” 
 
    Without hesitation, he picked up the gun and, holding Anise close, put its barrel to her temple. 
 
    “It seems like we have a problem, gentlemen.” He looked into the eyes of the man who’d spoken. “If you kill them, I’ll shoot her. If you try to kill me, I’ll shoot her.” 
 
    For a while, the alley remained silent. Nothing could be heard save for Elaine’s sobs. 
 
    “Do you really have the guts to do that?” The man chuckled. 
 
    His hand was shaking so much that the barrel kept moving from Anise’s temple to her chin and back. 
 
    “Try me,” he snapped. 
 
    “You’re brave, but also stupid, aren’t you?” The man smiled. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to answer. His back suddenly felt like it was on fire, as if a blade had pierced it. Why do I know what being stabbed feels like? Falling to the ground, he tried to get back up, but realized with mounting horror that he couldn’t feel his legs. 
 
    He couldn’t feel anything below the waist. 
 
    This feeling, which was eerily familiar, crept higher and higher, until he was only able to move his right arm. In the window of a car parked near the alley, he saw that a knife was sticking out of his back, right over the scar from his operation. 
 
    No, he thought. No, not again. 
 
    “Get rid of the witnesses,” the man ordered, picking up the unconscious Anise. 
 
    Haver tried to break away from the men’s tight grip, but a gun was put to his head. His wife and daughter screamed something, but it was too late. The trigger clicked and the wall of the nearby house turned scarlet, with only patches of gray poking through. Haver’s body fell to the pavement. 
 
    “No!” He wanted to shout, but couldn’t even move his lips. 
 
    “Start with the child,” the man said. 
 
    The same man who’d shot Haver pointed a gun at the little girl. He pulled the trigger. The bullet, enveloped in smoke and fire, flew out of the barrel and froze in midair. 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “Is this truly the life that you’ve chosen?” A voice asked from the darkness of the alley. 
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    [image: ]Clouds of black smoke billowed in the window’s reflection. Despite the fact that the world was frozen, they continued to reach for the sky. 
 
    “Who are you? What are you?” 
 
    “Is this what you really wanted?” Whispered a vaguely familiar voice. “To waste your life on pleasure?” 
 
    “Don’t judge me!” 
 
    “What about all the things you dreamed of doing? What about the ticket?” 
 
    A plane ticket to Chicago landed before him. The one he would’ve used to start his journey around the world. 
 
    “I was busy and-” 
 
    “You had more than enough time to do everything you ever wanted, ever dreamed of,” the voice continued, “but you chose the life of a parasite. You chose a miserable existence without any purpose.” 
 
    “Purpose? Why would I need purpose when I have everything you could ever wish for?” 
 
    “Everything, you say? If that’s true, then why are you trying to silence your pain? Why are you trying to fill the emptiness that’s devouring you from the inside?” 
 
    Shut up! He shouted in his mind, but it was too late. Suddenly, memories of a distant past filled his mind. 
 
    When he’d had his fun with the girl on the hospital balcony, his only thought had been: Is this it? So many movies, books, and songs had been made about sex that he’d presumed it was something truly special. But it wasn’t. It didn’t give him any pleasure or meaning. And when he’d left the hospital, when he’d finally been able to walk on his own, free to go anywhere he wanted, his only thought had been: Is this it? 
 
    Back then, he’d thought that maybe the first girl just wasn’t to his liking. So he’d found another. And another. He’d slept with an untold number of them, but each time had been as dissatisfying as the first. 
 
    Is this it? 
 
    Then came the alcohol. But even that didn’t manage to fill the void in his chest. While bedridden, he’d lived with only one goal in mind — survival. And when he’d finally been given a chance to walk, to live a normal life, he’d lost that purpose, and no woman, or any amount of fame, money, and alcohol had been able to replace it. 
 
    Then came the drugs. Just the light stuff at first, but then he’d moved on to the really dangerous ones. They’d allowed him to forget the void for a while, but each time, the emptiness had come back stronger than ever. 
 
    “I didn’t want any of this-” 
 
    “You did!” The cloud’s roar made the windows around him rattle. “Don’t lie to yourself, Dark-” 
 
    The wind drowned out the name. 
 
    “This is exactly what you wanted.” 
 
    New memories emerged and he relived them vividly. He was lying in his own vomit, in the middle of some fancy nightclub. He fooled around in bed with three girls who were clearly underage. He lay in a half-abandoned building, rolling his eyes in shameless bliss. Driving under the influence, he almost ran over a child, but he didn’t avoid killing his dog. All charges were dropped, and he only lost his license. He immediately bought a new car. He didn’t feel any remorse. Why would he? What would be the point? He just existed, crawling from day to day, destroying himself and everything around him. After all, if he couldn’t fill the void in his chest, maybe he could at least destroy it. 
 
    “Then die,” the voice said. “Admit that this is what you wanted from the very beginning and just stop wasting everyone’s time.” 
 
    “No! You’re lying! I always fought for my life with everything I had!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because… Because…” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why.” The smoke thickened, coalescing into a figure. “You weren’t fighting for yourself, but to spite others. To prove them all wrong. To show that they’re less valuable than you. That they’re weaker than you.” 
 
    He remembered all the awful pranks they’d pulled on him at the orphanage. All the whispers he’d heard from the orderlies and nurses at the hospital. He’d hated them all! Every. Single. One. Of. Them. He’d fucked that first girl just to laugh at her because she’d once claimed that she would never sleep with him! 
 
    The same was true of the city. He’d hated it. He still did. He hated it for living while he’d slowly died, day by day, in that bed. 
 
    “So, this is your moment of triumph — you showed them all. You proved to them that you’re alive. You lived a good life. A life that most people can only dream of. A life full of pleasure and ignorance. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
 
    Tears ran down his cheeks. They were bitter, full of burning resentment. The voice was right. This was all he’d ever wanted to do. Live a glamorous life of pleasure. Show everyone how wrong they’d been. Show them all how superior he was to them, how valuable his life was compared to theirs. 
 
    “Now, don’t you think you’ve finally earned some peace? A chance to finally fill the void?” 
 
    He hadn’t found what he’d been looking for in this life. People had rejected him even after he’d become like them. They’d admired him the same way they would admire a caged animal or a circus freak. He was a cripple to them and always would be. Just an interesting freak… 
 
    The future he’d wished for had been made from empty dreams. All his life, he had dreamed of something magical, but his illusions had been shattered by the harsh truth of reality. He wasn’t unique. He wasn’t special. He was just like everyone else. A nobody. He was one of the many stones in a landslide, hurtling down a cliff toward the gaping maw of oblivion. What difference did the exact moment he fell into it make? The fall was inevitable. After all, no matter how hard you clung to the edges of reality, the pull of the abyss waiting for you at the end of life was always stronger. Stronger than love. Stronger than hate. Stronger than grief, pleasure, fear… Everything would end there — in the darkness of absolute nothingness. He’d been nothing and would once more become nothing. 
 
    “Accept reality. You’ll die one day, regardless of what you do. So why don’t you do it right now and end the agony already?” 
 
    The voice was right. Why not end the torment and finally fill the void? 
 
    “Dark-” 
 
    It felt like the wind itself was trying to whisper something to him. Failing to do so, it wiped the tears from his eyes instead, allowing him to see reality clearly, to see the bullet flying toward the little girl’s head. 
 
    His heart began to beat faster. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! Came from the depths of his soul. 
 
    All the stones would eventually end up in the abyss. They were all just fragments of the universe, always striving to destroy themselves. 
 
    “Hold the flank! The nomads are breaking through!” Someone shouted. 
 
    They would all die. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! His heartbeat became even louder. 
 
    “To the last drop of blood, brother?” 
 
    The abyss would inevitably devour them all. The voice was right. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The drums started playing. 
 
    But the voice was also wrong. 
 
    “Accept your fate,” the smoke whispered. “Accept the inevitability of death. Accept the inevitability of emptiness.” 
 
    The voice was wrong! Because he wasn’t hurtling toward the abyss alone. If he could help someone else’s fall last longer, the abyss’ meal would be postponed. He would’ve done some good. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The drums continued. 
 
    “Move, you worthless body!” He growled to himself. 
 
    “Don’t even try to-” 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The drums drowned out the voice. 
 
    If this was the last thing he ever did in his miserable and worthless life, then so be it. Let this be the best thing he ever did. Even if this ended up being the only good thing he did in his time on this planet, he didn’t care. After all, as a writer had once told him: ‘The middle of the story isn’t as important as its beginning and end.’ 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    He started as an angry cripple, became a drunkard and a drug addict… 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    …but he would end this life as himself. 
 
    A primal roar of defiance tore from his throat as he lurched forward. 
 
    “NO!” The voice roared back, smashing the windows. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! The drums beat furiously now. 
 
    The bullet didn’t hit its mark, having ricocheted off a blade that had been placed in front of the girl. 
 
    “What the-” 
 
    But the man didn’t get to finish speaking. The blade cut off his head. 
 
    “Don’t cry, sweetheart,” he growled, shielding the crying girl. “I’m here. Everything will be fine. You won’t die while I’m here. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Look at him!” The men in suits surrounded him. “This idiot brought a sword to a gunfight. I thought that sort of idiocy only happened in movies.” 
 
    “Run!” Elizabeth whispered. 
 
    “No,” he said, adjusting his grip on the hilt of his sword. “I’ve never run before, and I won’t run now.” 
 
    A shot rang out. He didn’t know if God or some other higher power was watching over him, but he managed to deflect it with his sword as well. It bounced back and hit one of the men in the knee. 
 
    His accomplices laughed. 
 
    “Mommy, mommy, it’s okay,” Elaine said through her sobs. “Don’t you see that he’s a superhero? He’ll save us for sure!” 
 
    No, he wasn’t a superhero. 
 
    “What’s your name, you suicidal lunatic?” The leader of their little group stepped forward, gripping his machinegun. 
 
    “My name is… My name is…” 
 
    What was his name? 
 
    “You’d better get out of here. I’ll let you go as a sign of respect. Your dumb luck and recklessness have impressed me. After all, that toothpick of yours won’t help you a third time.” 
 
    He looked down at his trembling hands. The furious drums stopped beating. Really, who did he think he was? Trying to use a sword against… 
 
    Suddenly, his eyes flashed. No! It wasn’t like that! 
 
    “You can shove your offer up your ass!” He shouted. “As long as I’m here, you won’t lay a finger on these people!” 
 
    As long as he was there, no one would touch them. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The drums came back, even louder than before. 
 
    Even if their entire clan came, he wouldn’t lower his sword. 
 
    “General! General! General! General, victory will be ours! General!” 
 
    Even if the government brought a whole army, he wouldn’t back down. 
 
    “We’ll fight alongside you, General! Our General is the best in the world!” 
 
    Even if demons and gods, villains and heroes alike, all united against him… they would be no match for his iron will. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The drums were deafening. 
 
    Mad… Gen… Dark… 
 
    Because, for the first time in his life, he had a goal. The abyss would have to wait. He was going to save these people! 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Because his name was… His name was… 
 
    “HADJAR DARKHAN!” An inhuman roar rang out through the streets. 
 
    “MAD GENERAL!” The drums exploded. 
 
    He followed his dragon heart… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar stood in the middle of a vast sea of white light, dressed in rags and gripping the Black Blade as if his life depended on it. In front of him, on a hospital bed, lay a young man who’d dried up like a mummy. Hadjar could barely recognize himself. The only thing they had in common was a pair of clear, blue eyes. 
 
    The young man raised his hand and typed something on his laptop. 
 
    “Is it time?” A mechanical voice rasped. 
 
    Hadjar nodded. There was a lump in his throat. 
 
    “Is it scary?” The mechanical voice asked. “Dying?” 
 
    Hadjar shook his head. 
 
    “It’s like a dream. You’ll have an amazing dream where you’ll get to be a Prince. Unfortunately, it won’t last very long. You’ll also have a sister and a brother. The best siblings in the world. And a father and mother as well. They’ll love you with all their hearts.” 
 
    A smiley face appeared on the laptop screen. 
 
    “It sounds too good to be true,” the mechanical voice rasped out. 
 
    “You’ll lose them.” 
 
    Their eyes met. 
 
    “You’ll lose them because you’ll be too weak.” Tears streamed down his cheeks. “Because you won’t be able to protect them.” 
 
    “And you? Will you be able to protect them?” 
 
    Hadjar stared at the ocean of white light. 
 
    “I’ll get them back,” he said firmly. “Even if I have to burn the whole world down to do it, I’ll get them back. I’ll get them all back. I’ll change fate.” 
 
    The young man paused. Finally, he responded: 
 
    “A worthy goal. It’s an honor to die for such a noble cause.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    “See you later,” the mechanical voice said. “See you in the future, Darkhan. North Wind.” 
 
    The Black Blade sank into the chest of the man on the bed. 
 
    At the same time, from somewhere far away, came a shout: 
 
    “His blood pressure’s rising!” 
 
    “Neural activity is off the charts!” 
 
    “Pulse… Two hundred and fifty per minute!” 
 
    “We’re losing him!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar sat by the fire. The old orc threw his herbs into it. The vortex was gone. Suddenly, Hadjar felt his right arm burn with agonizing intensity. When he looked at it, he was surprised to find that the tattoo that had previously only covered his forearm now covered his entire arm, starting from his fingers and going all the way up to his shoulder. 
 
    “Is it hard?” The old orc asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Hadjar answered. 
 
    The orc nodded. 
 
    “It’s always hard to bear your Name. The call of the abyss is too strong. The abyss itself is too strong. But as long as you keep your Name, you don’t have to worry about being dragged into the darkness.” 
 
    “What did I see?” Hadjar’s hands were trembling slightly. “Those three years…” He remembered them clearly. “What was that?” 
 
    “Was?” The little orc said. 
 
    “Is?” The young orc growled. 
 
    “Will be?” The adult orc drawled. 
 
    “Has been,” the old orc whispered with finality, then tossed another bunch of herbs into the fire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     “Go on in, the shaman is waiting for you.” 
 
    Hadjar stood on the threshold of an ordinary tent, inside which an old orc was sitting by a small, regular fire. 
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    [image: ] “What are you waiting for?” Bear’s Rage asked. 
 
    Hadjar staggered back and gripped his arm. He looked down at it. The tattoo still covered his skin from the tips of his fingers to his shoulder. 
 
    “I see,” Gurtan said. “May the Spirits guard you on your journey, North Wind.” 
 
    The orc touched his heart with his fingers, then his forehead, and then made another gesture, as if he were trying to convey something to Hadjar. 
 
    “What was that?” Hadjar croaked. 
 
    “A trial,” Bear’s Rage explained. 
 
    Hadjar turned away from the tent. He didn’t understand what had just happened. Glancing back, he snatched his knife from his spatial ring and ran it over his arm. 
 
    “I swear that I am Hadjar Darkhan.” 
 
    His blood flared and the wound instantly healed. The World River accepted his vow without leaving a single scar behind on his body. The oath had been accepted and then instantly fulfilled. Einen had once told him that this was a way to check whether he was awake or not. 
 
    “Was it a dream?” He asked the chief. 
 
    “Everyone gets their own test, unique to them.” Bear’s Rage frowned. “We never discuss them. Be proud, North Wind, for you have earned your Name. The war you fought for it is yours and no one else’s.” 
 
    “But who did I fight?” 
 
    The orc chief crossed his arms over his powerful chest and said nothing, hinting that Hadjar already knew who his opponent had been. Seeing his reflection in a puddle at his feet, Hadjar stared at those azure eyes. He knew who had appeared in that alley, who the smoke had formed into — himself. 
 
    “Our fiercest enemies live within us,” Gurtan suddenly said. “Defeat yourself, and you can overcome the world.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Turning around, Gurtan walked toward the huge fire in the center of the camp. “Today is a holiday; we can talk business tomorrow.” 
 
    Hadjar followed him, listening to the strange, growling orc language and trying to shake off his memories of that drug-induced dream as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Was it all just a dream? It felt far too real.” 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” A female orc asked, handing him a bowl of something tart and pungent. Hadjar stared at her, then turned away. 
 
    “No,” he said, taking his pipe out of his pocket. “I don’t drink anymore.” 
 
    The orc shrugged and hurried to join the circle of dancers. They were all punching and kicking the air to the rhythm of the drums. Their dance looked more like a military exercise. 
 
    “Sit down,” the orc chief told him firmly, pointing at one of the blankets on the ground. 
 
    Hadjar noticed that he’d been seated next to young orcs who had no feathers braided into their hair. The young orcs greeted him. There was no hostility or disdain in their eyes. They didn’t mind that a human had joined them. They sat around the fire and watched the dance until the drumming finally stopped. The female orcs who served food and drinks froze. Everyone greeted the chief as he rose to his feet. 
 
    “Many moons ago, our great ancestor caught his first prey!” His deep voice boomed. “And he became a hunter, the first ever hunter, and earned his Name!” 
 
    The orcs roared in approval and struck the ground with their fists, making it shake. 
 
    “Many moons later, we still honor this tradition! Our young tribesmen continue to hunt! And those who catch their first prey prove themselves worthy of their Names!” 
 
    The crowd roared again. The old shaman approached the fire, the flames of which began to die down. In his hands, he held a dozen leather straps (and one string) adorned with feathers. 
 
    “Tiger’s Roar!” 
 
    One of the young orcs stood up. In absolute silence, broken only by the crackling of the flames, he approached the shaman and bowed his head. The old orc tied a leather strap around his head, then tore out a lock of his black hair and threw it into the fire. The flames surged and formed the outline of a tiger’s head. 
 
    “River Stone!” 
 
    Another orc went to receive his strap. His lock of hair, when thrown into the flames, formed the silhouette of a stone. Hadjar realized that the shaman was showing them their Spirits. 
 
    What the hell is going on here? Hadjar wondered. Once again, the orcs were disregarding all the laws of cultivation that guided human cultivators. 
 
    “North Wind!” 
 
    Hadjar got to his feet and walked over to the shaman. The old orc looked into his eyes and whispered so that no one but Hadjar could hear him: 
 
    “Your trial,” he said, “I’ve never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. Had the shaman seen everything? 
 
    “Don’t worry, North Wind,” the old orc said, weaving the string into his hair. “I’m bound to secrecy by oath and honor. I’ll never tell anyone what I saw. But tell me, that world… did you really come from it?” 
 
    The firelight illuminated the shaman’s face, making him look like a stone statue that someone had breathed intelligence and the ability to move into. 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    The shaman took a lock of his hair and twisted it into a small ring. 
 
    “I feel sorry for you, human. You grew up in a terrible home.” 
 
    Hadjar peered into the flames; in them, he saw images dear to his heart. 
 
    “My home is far, far away, shaman. It is the Northern Kingdom of Lidus. Believe me, even if you travel around the world a dozen times, you won’t find a more [image: ]beautiful country and a warmer home than that of my ancestors. That of Haver and Elizabeth, my parents.” 
 
    The shaman nodded and tossed his lock of hair into the fire. 
 
    It was widely believed that there were three kinds of Spirits that could live in a cultivator. The first, the weakest and the most common type, assumed the form of an animal. It only strengthened a Spirit Knight slightly. 
 
    The second, much rarer type, serving as proof of a cultivator’s incredible talent, assumed the form of a weapon. It allowed a Spirit Knight’s Techniques to reach a whole new level. A Knight who had the Spirit of an animal would never defeat a Knight with the Spirit of a weapon. 
 
    The third type was so rare that it was considered legendary. It assumed the form of a hieroglyph, a symbol that paved a Knight’s way to an element or to a Spirit of a Weapon hidden in the World River. 
 
    When Hadjar’s lock of hair disappeared into the fire, the flames formed the silhouette of a bird with large wings and two long tails. After showing off for a bit, it soared into the sky and disappeared. 
 
    “Quetzal,” the shaman whispered. “The Spirit of air, and the patron of freedom. That is a good Spirit, North Wind. It suits you.” 
 
    Hadjar went back to his blanket, feeling the azure feather swaying in his hair, resting on the opposite side from his Bedouin ornaments. 
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    [image: ] “You should know, human,” Steppe Fang snarled, “that I am not happy that we’re going to be hunting the Dah’Khasses together.” 
 
    “Neither am I,” Hadjar answered, scratching the purring Azrea. 
 
    The festival had ended in the middle of the night and the orcs had gone to sleep. Their ‘snoring’, which sounded more like the squealing of a pig being butchered, had interfered with Hadjar’s meditation. 
 
    “I also don’t like that you’re taking these humans with you!” Steppe Fang pointed his clawed finger at the trio of disciples. 
 
    Since early morning, Derek, Alea, and Irma had been standing right at the entrance to the orc camp. Their presence made the orcs nervous, so they summoned their Calls and drew their weapons, making the trio just as nervous. The smell of fear had attracted Azrea, who’d wandered over to sit next to Irma. The atmosphere had remained tense until Hadjar had come along. 
 
    “Me neither,” Hadjar muttered. 
 
    When he’d tried to get rid of the trio, Azrea had whacked him across the back with her tail. When Hadjar had turned to stare at her in disbelief, she’d snarled sharply, as if saying: We’re taking the white-haired one with us! And since it would be impossible to take Irma and leave Alea and Derek behind in Boltoy, they had to take the other two with them as well. They were adults, they could make their own decisions. Hadjar wasn’t their dear friend or parent. He wouldn’t try to tell them what to do. If they wanted to risk their lives, that was their business. 
 
    “Meet me on the south side of the camp in an hour,” Steppe Fang growled. “I hope that the Great Spirits delay you somehow, so that I can go alone.” 
 
    Hadjar shrugged. 
 
    The orc bared his fangs, growled angrily, and went about his business. 
 
    “Dishonest runt,” he said before disappearing among the tents. 
 
    Hadjar sighed. One of the reasons why he’d agreed to go on this adventure was the opportunity to learn how to use his Call from the orcs. However, the only one who could teach him was Steppe Fang, who still hadn’t forgiven him. Hadjar was certain that he’d refuse to answer his questions or show him any orc ‘Techniques’. Unless using them improperly could end up killing him, of course. Hadjar was sure that he’d show him those kinds of ‘Techniques’ in a heartbeat. 
 
    Azrea purred and nudged Hadjar’s shoulder with her snout. 
 
    “I’m not nervous,” he replied, scratching her behind one huge ear. “I just don’t understand where this road will lead me.” 
 
    “Deep into orc territory,” Derek answered. 
 
    Hadjar looked up. The trio moved toward him, holding the reins of their horses, each of which was at the Alpha Stage, which wasn’t bad even by the standards of the Empire’s inner regions. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re so eager to come with me.” Once again, Hadjar tried to dissuade them from coming along. “You’ll get killed.” 
 
    “We left the ‘Red Mule’ school to become stronger.” Alea extended her hand toward Azrea, but then hesitantly pulled it back. 
 
    Irma hugged the huge tigress and patted her back. 
 
    “Plus, fighting the Dah’Khasses is more dangerous than venturing into Darnassus territory.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer. He was trying to forget that he was talking to cultivators from the enemy Empire and instead focus on the fact that he owed them his life. 
 
    “Also… their lairs might be full of treasure,” Derek said with a glint of avarice in his eyes. 
 
    “Treasure?” Hadjar asked, suddenly interested. 
 
    He lacked resources, coin included. Of course, he could buy some things with his School’s Glory points, but not everything he needed. According to Dora, the most rare and valuable things were only sold at closed auctions that took place once a year and offered materials as rare as a Phoenix feather. Contrary to its name, it wasn’t an actual feather, but a stone that had the imprint of one. To many, it would be little more than a pretty trinket, but not to the cultivators who followed the path of the Spirit of Fire. Such a stone would cost them a whopping seven hundred thousand coins! It had been bought by someone from the capital once before, but nobody knew who the buyer had been. Hadjar felt like he had to attend such an auction, but even the invitation cost an unthinkable sum of money — forty thousand coins. To put it simply, Hadjar was a beggar who needed money urgently. 
 
    “You don’t know?” Derek was genuinely surprised. “We thought that you’d agreed because of the treasure.” 
 
    “By the High Heavens, what treasure are you talking about?” Hadjar exclaimed. 
 
    The trio exchanged glances. As far as they knew, the only thing any pirate cared about was profit. They wondered what the orcs could’ve promised Hadjar that was more valuable than treasure. 
 
    “Legends say,” Alea jumped into the saddle and patted the neck of her nervous horse, “that when the Dah’Khasses came here from the demon world, they destroyed a small Kingdom, looting all its treasure in the process.” 
 
    Hadjar let out a frustrated sigh. Maybe it was a real treasure by the standards of the Lascanian border region, but by the standards of Dahanatan… 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” she said, seemingly offended by his reaction. “According to the legends, even the most ordinary citizen of that Kingdom was a Lord. Sadly, the secret behind their path of cultivation was lost.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. 
 
    He couldn’t believe his luck! Of course, legends tended to exaggerate, but he still hoped that he’d be able to get enough resources to participate in the auction. He also had to remember his deal with Helmer, and that he still needed to retrieve the scroll from Darigon, and that there was an elven poison coursing through his veins that would kill him in a few years if he didn’t become a Lord, which was impossible for him because he’d been cut off from external energy long ago. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” Hadjar whispered, jumping on Azrea’s back. 
 
    The four of them skirted around the orc camp. Once they were on the south side, he saw something that he wished he hadn’t. Steppe Fang, eyes closed, held a small female orc close to him. She was almost half his height, thinner than the other female orcs, and her skin was green instead of red. Her ears were too long, and not a single fang protruded from her mouth. A glaive had been plunged into the ground next to her, and behind it stood a huge, red-eyed wolf in armor, waiting. It also had a saddle on its back. 
 
    “Half-breed,” Derek spat. 
 
    “What?” Hadjar didn’t understand. 
 
    “She’s half orc, half human,” Alea explained. 
 
    Hadjar sputtered as he looked at Steppe Fang first, and then at Alea. This world was truly enormous and full of surprises. 
 
    Steppe Fang said goodbye to the female orc and mounted the huge wolf. 
 
    “I had hoped you wouldn’t come,” he growled and kicked the beast’s sides with his heels. The wolf howled and broke into a run. 
 
    Interesting… Hadjar thought, looking at the female orc. Very interesting… 
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    [image: ]That morning, same as all the others before it, Hadjar, nibbling on a piece of cured beef, watched Steppe Fang exercise. His training began with some kind of trance. Whispering something, he would sway from side to side to the beat of his heart. Then, straightening up, he’d take out his axes and perform a series of smooth, slow movements. Sometimes, Hadjar felt like he wasn’t watching an orc, but a wolf instead. 
 
    Speaking of which, Steppe Fang’s wolf kept to himself. Not because he was a loner, but because Azrea didn’t like him. Being a tiger, she was at the top of the food chain and thus in charge. 
 
    “Do you know what your tattoo means?” Alea asked as she sat down next to him. 
 
    They were waiting for the horses to finish drinking from the stream that seemed to flow across the entire steppe. The horses always waited for Azrea and the wolf to finish drinking before they would even approach the water. 
 
    Hadjar looked at his right hand. The red symbols on it stirred, turning into various animals and other, unknown creatures before returning to their original shape. 
 
    Hadjar shook his head. “I don’t know anything about them.” 
 
    Steppe Fang was the most knowledgeable on the topic, but he hadn’t said a single word throughout the entire week of travel. Even when they’d encountered Lascanian border guards, who’d immediately drawn their weapons and activated their armor, following the simple logic of ‘if you see an orc, you fight the orc’. 
 
    Luckily, thanks to the trio and the good reputation of their school throughout the eastern border of Lascan, they’d managed to convince them that the orc was their prisoner and that they were taking him to some distant outpost. And although the orc was armed and had a mount, no one had wanted to argue with the disciples, so they’d let them pass. 
 
    The only person Hadjar could discuss his tattoo with was Alea. Unfortunately, she didn’t know much about Names either. 
 
    “They used to be more important than they are now,” she’d once told Hadjar. “Don’t ask me why. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Come on,” Derek called out, leading the horses toward them. “We have three more days of riding ahead of us before we reach the orc lands.” 
 
    “It’s the Dah’Khasses’ land now,” Steppe Fang said, surprising everyone, but then he immediately turned away. 
 
    No one asked him to elaborate. The trio was far too scared of him. 
 
    “There’s a tavern somewhere down the road,” Derek said. “Merchants visit it sometimes. We can stay there for the night and buy some potions and pills.” 
 
    Listening to their conversation, Steppe Fang snorted contemptuously. As Hadjar had already seen firsthand, orc alchemy was superior to that of the humans. However, they had no other choice as Steppe Fang, of course, wasn’t going to share his potions with any of them. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Hadjar agreed. 
 
    For some reason, he’d been appointed the leader of their squad, and no decisions were made without his approval. 
 
    The tavern wasn’t far; they came across it after riding westward for about two hours. It was a massive building at the intersection of four roads. The first floor was made of white stone, while the rest were wooden. The yard was enclosed with a high palisade, and the roofs of the outbuildings peeked out from behind it: the warehouse, the stables, and what seemed to be the baths. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the local guard, shaking like a leaf. This group was the strangest he’d seen so far, and the local tavern, the ‘Drunken Goose’, served a myriad of customers, from sky pirates who would come here to sell their goods, to adventures who fought on the borders of the two Empires. But even so, he’d never seen an orc, or students of the ‘Red Mule’ school (whom he’d immediately recognized by the medallions on their chests), not to mention an Ancient Beast! 
 
    “We’re travelers,” Derek answered. “We want to rest and talk to the merchants. Are any staying at the tavern right now?” 
 
    “Yes.” The guard nodded so vigorously that Hadjar was kind of worried his head would fall off. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The Baron’s son dismounted and, with a wave of his hand, swung the gate open and walked into the yard. 
 
    The groom who met them was less nervous than the guard, not because he was any closer to them in terms of power, but rather, because he was about their age. He took the reins of the three horses, but looked warily at the tiger and the wolf. Steppe Fang slapped his companion on the back. “Go for a walk.” 
 
    The wolf growled, turned around, and disappeared into the steppe. 
 
    Azrea turned into a small kitten, nestled inside Hadjar’s shirt, and fell asleep. 
 
    The groom swallowed, shook his head, and went back to the stables. He’d stashed away a bottle of alcohol in one of the cupboards, in case he ever had a difficult day. And, by the gods, today was going to be one. 
 
    “It’s so hot out here,” Derek sighed, staring up at the sky. There wasn’t a cloud in sight. 
 
    As soon as they opened the tavern door, the lively chatter subsided. The waitresses dropped their trays full of food and drinks. Clay bowls and cups shattered, scratching the feet of customers who’d jumped up from their seats. All of them were experienced thugs and adventurers armed to the teeth. The combined aura of almost a hundred Heaven Soldiers of various stages hit the squad. 
 
    Hadjar took a step forward, narrowing his eyes slightly. At that moment, a wave of power containing profound mysteries of the Sword Spirit washed over everyone inside the tavern, making them feel as if a sharp blade had been placed at their throats. 
 
    “The orc is with us,” he said quietly, but his voice was still easily heard across all the floors. 
 
    After a moment of silence, the people in the tavern began putting away their weapons as they returned to their seats. However, no one was in a hurry to leave. 
 
    “Find a table on the second floor,” Derek said. “I’ll look for the merchants.” 
 
    When he disappeared into the crowd, a trembling waitress approached their group. She looked like a child in comparison to Steppe Fang. 
 
    “Would… y-you… like… a-a… table?” 
 
    “On the second floor,” Hadjar replied gently, “please.” 
 
    She nodded and led them upstairs. The second floor was a little more spacious than the first, but still full of people. However, as soon as the customers realized that the squad wasn’t planning to go back downstairs, a group of three cultivators immediately vacated the far corner table. Grabbing their bowls and cups, they leapt over the railing and took the nearest empty table on the first floor. 
 
     “You can sit there,” the waitress whispered. 
 
    “Four cups of herbal tea, please,” Hadjar ordered. 
 
    Nodding, she disappeared down the stairs. The squad reached the table and sat down. Looking over the railing of the balcony, Hadjar saw Derek talking to a group of people. 
 
    “He doesn’t like Darnassians very much, does he?” 
 
    “None of us do,” Alea said. “Just like the Darnassians don’t like us.” 
 
    “But Derek truly hates them.” 
 
    “He has every right to loathe them,” Irma, as usual, was playing with Azrea. “His mother-” 
 
    “Irma!” Alea interrupted her sister sharply. “We shouldn’t talk about that. If Derek wants to, he’ll tell his story to Hadjar.” 
 
    Suddenly, the tavern door opened and a cloaked figure appeared in the doorway. There was nothing special about it, save for the raven perched on its shoulder. Hadjar could feel the Black Blade twitching hungrily inside his soul. Blue eyes met gray ones. 
 
    “Things just got a lot more interesting,” he whispered, watching as one of the members of the Raven Sect climbed up to their floor. 
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    [image: ]The waitress went around the cloaked figure and approached their table stiffly. She tried to put down the copper tray, but her hands were shaking so badly that the lid of the ceramic teapot almost fell off. Suddenly, she stumbled, and the tray flew straight at Steppe Fang’s head. The girl turned paler than the snow on a mountain peak. Hadjar waved his hand. The energy of his willpower picked up the tray, adjusted the teapot and the cups, and set it all carefully down on the table. Not a single drop was spilled. Steppe Fang didn’t seem to have noticed her stumble as he was too busy staring at the cloaked figure. 
 
    “You’d better run, human child,” he growled to the waitress. 
 
    She somehow turned even paler and ran toward the stairs. 
 
    “Did you have to scare her like that, blockhead?” Irma scowled. 
 
    Ignoring her, he picked up one of the cups with two fingers and emptied it in one gulp. 
 
    “You’d better leave, too,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The sisters looked at each other and were about to argue when they were interrupted. 
 
    Taking a stool from one of the other guests and shutting them up with a wave of its hand, the cloaked figure sat down at their table. 
 
    “Hello, brother,” a voice came from under the hood. 
 
    The stranger snatched the cup from Alea’s hand and took a sip. 
 
    “Disgusting.” 
 
    He spilled the rest of the tea over the railing, drenching the people below in the hot liquid. However, they were too scared of the monstrous power radiating from the cloaked figure to say anything. The power clearly belonged to a Spirit Knight at the initial stage. It had a hint of something both predatory and destructive within it, frightening everyone there. Including Alea and Irma. 
 
    Spotting Derek out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar shook his head slightly. The young man nodded and disappeared back into the crowd. Hadjar hoped that he wouldn’t do anything stupid. 
 
    “My brother is dead,” he said calmly, making the girls and Steppe Fang look at him with interest. “He died a long time ago.” 
 
     “Then rejoice!” The stranger laughed. “You have hundreds of new brothers and sisters now.” 
 
    Hadjar calmly sipped his tea, barely resisting the urge to imitate the stranger’s actions. It really was a disgusting brew. It smelled of rot and something sickly sweet. 
 
    The stranger’s laughter stopped abruptly. He pulled back his hood, revealing a scarred face and black, greasy hair that went down to his chin. Under his left eye was a slave mark. Given that the man was at the Spirit Knight level, it had been inflicted after he’d become a true cultivator. Hadjar wondered what kind of monster could’ve enslaved him. Any true cultivator, if they really wanted to, could easily end their own life. They had enough control over their energy body to destroy their nodes and meridians with willpower alone. 
 
    “Let’s have a serious talk, Hadjar Darkhan… North Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded and, keeping a poker face, took another sip. By the Evening Stars, he might as well have been drinking piss! 
 
     “All right, but this isn’t the best start to our conversation. After all, you know my name, but I don’t know yours.” 
 
    “Eon Mrax,” the stranger introduced himself. 
 
    Hadjar was sure that that wasn’t his real name. 
 
    “I am a member of the sixth circle of the Raven Sect,” Eon finished. 
 
    “The sixth circle?” 
 
    “That’s how the sect ranks its members.” 
 
    Hadjar glanced at the bird on Eon’s shoulder. “Wouldn’t feathers be a more logical choice for rank designations? Also, that raven is a bit too… It sticks out, is what I want to say.” 
 
    The raven spread its wings and croaked angrily, drawing the attention of those sitting nearby. Felling its eerie aura, they quickly turned away and returned to their meals. 
 
    “North Wind, you mustn’t try to lecture me.” Eon’s voice was harsh. “If I could, I would’ve sent you to your forefathers by now.” 
 
    “Really? What’s holding you back?” Hadjar rested his chin on his hand. 
 
    It took him only a moment to draw the Black Blade. Drawing it from his soul was faster than drawing it from the spatial ring. 
 
    “I was sent here to talk.” Eon grimaced. “To talk to you and, if we don’t come to an understanding, kill you and take your fragment of our ancestor.” 
 
    The sisters turned pale, but Steppe Fang looked interested. Hadjar was convinced that the orcs had their own legends about the Enemy. 
 
    “Let’s talk, then.” Hadjar looked for Derek, but couldn’t find him. He had to stall a little longer. He didn’t know what the boy was doing, but he trusted him. To a point. 
 
    “The circles represent the power of the follower,” Eon explained, doing his best to avoid saying the Enemy’s name or nickname out loud. “There are seven of them. The warrior you fought recently was a member of the seventh circle.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered his battle against the Lascanian assassin a month ago. 
 
    “Raven Wing, our mutual acquaintance, is a member of the third circle,” Eon continued. “He sends his regards. He also asked me to tell you that he’s sorry he couldn’t identify you as our brother when you first met.” 
 
    Hadjar had met Raven Wing during the siege of the main pavilion of ‘The Black Gates’ sect. As it turned out, the Patriarch of the sect had been working with Raven Wing. Hadjar finally understood why Raven Wing had been so condescending and patronizing to the other man. The Patriarch simply hadn’t been worth his time, as he’d only been a weak Heaven Solider at the time. 
 
    Hadjar chuckled. “When we first met, he was a Spirit Knight and-” 
 
    “-a member of the fifth circle,” Eon finished for Hadjar. “Now he’s a Lord and a member of the third circle. If you accept our offer, he’ll vouch for you. Our Master has been looking for worthy descendants to become his disciples.” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “Before you say anything else,” Mrax waved his hand, “I want to inform you that our Master is about to advance beyond the Nameless level.” 
 
    The sisters’ faces fell. 
 
    The level that came after the Nameless one was a great mystery to both Empires. As far as Hadjar knew, there were about five Nameless cultivators in both Empires, but none of them had ever gone further than that. If he added those who preferred to live in seclusion, then they each had ten in total. Maybe. 
 
    “You proved your worth when you defeated our sister. Raven Wing will vouch for you. The Master listens to him.” 
 
    A chance to become a disciple of a Nameless who was ready to advance to the mythical next level of cultivation? No School in either Darnassus or Lascan could offer him such an opportunity. 
 
    He still shook his head. “Sorry, but I already have an agreement with another swordsman.” 
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     “Think it over, North Wind,” Mrax insisted. “Think about what you’re rejecting.” 
 
    “I gave him my word,” Hadjar said. “Besides my word and sword, I have nothing else.” 
 
    For a while, they stared each other down. Steppe Fang studied Hadjar closely, as if he were seeing him for the first time. 
 
    “I’m stronger than you,” Eon said. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “And I want to remind you that, if you refuse my offer, I’ll have to kill you, brother.” 
 
    “And I want to remind you that the only man who had the right to call me ‘brother’ is dead.” 
 
    They stared at each other again. The waitress walked past them, still trembling. Eon snatched the tray out of her hands and put it down. 
 
    “If you bother us again,” he hissed, “I’ll make you eat your own guts.” 
 
    The girl’s lips quivered and she rushed to the stairs. 
 
    “Before we start, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “If that’s your last request, go right ahead.” 
 
    “Why do you follow the Raven?” 
 
    Eon raised an eyebrow in surprise. 
 
    “For power,” he replied, as if the answer was something obvious. “No creature has ever been or ever will be stronger than the Raven. And we, his followers, will one day be just as strong as him.” 
 
    “By killing each other?” 
 
    “We get stronger through battle. The weak aren’t worthy of being considered sons and daughters of the Raven.” 
 
    Those words reminded Hadjar of a slave who had once been the Prince of the Sea of Sand, until his father’s mistake had led to him being taken captive by the northerners and growing to hate his own father with a passion. He had managed to come back, but he’d changed. He’d called himself Sunshine Sankesh, and had decided to reshape the world, making everyone strong and happy, believing that if everyone was made equal, no one would oppress anyone or take anything away from anyone else. Hadjar used to understand his reasoning, but after passing the orc shaman’s test… He now looked at things a little differently. 
 
    “Why do you need that power?” 
 
    Eon opened his mouth to say something, but couldn’t find the right words. He frowned and touched the scar on his face left behind by the slave brand. 
 
    “Raven Wing said that you would understand me. You, too, were a slave once.” 
 
    The girls twitched. Steppe Fang snarled. 
 
    “Once, long ago, I said these words to a madman, but I guess I’ll repeat them for your sake as well.” Hadjar turned to the bird and looked into its red eyes. “And I’ll direct these words to all those listening to us as well. Even with a slave collar around my neck, I was free. I fought for my freedom with my own two hands.” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s eyes showed interest for a fraction of a second. 
 
    “I won’t make this offer again.” Mrax hissed. “Join our sect.” 
 
    “Leave, Eon,” Hadjar said. “Leave the sect. Believe me, whoever follows in the Raven’s footsteps will die. As will everyone they care about.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Eon tore off a piece of the still-warm bread from the tray, and fed it to the raven. It spread its wings, snatched the food up with its beak, and immediately swallowed it. 
 
    “I’m sorry I have to kill you, brother. But you chose this.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    They stared at each other for another moment. 
 
    “Let’s not fight in here,” Eon said. “I don’t want to have to run away from Lascanian patrols.” 
 
    Mrax offered him a chance to fight outside not for honor’s sake, but to minimize any inconvenience. Hadjar was worried that, if they fought in the tavern, nothing would remain of the building, guests included. 
 
    So he nodded. 
 
    He slammed his hand on the table and leapt over the railing. He landed on a table on the first floor, light as a feather. One more leap and he was across the hall and in front of the door. Eon chuckled, and followed Hadjar’s example. But instead of landing on a table, he seemed to push off from the very air, prolonging his jump. Smiling smugly, he landed next to Hadjar. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, and tore the massive door off its hinges with one push. It flew out of its frame and landed in the mud. 
 
    The once clear sky was now covered with dark clouds. 
 
    Ah, the famous rains of the steppe… Hadjar stretched his arms out toward the sky, letting rain gather in his hands. After washing his face with it, he smiled broadly. After spending so much time in the Sea of Sand, he’d grown to like the rain, which was a rare sight in the Darnassus Empire as well. 
 
    He was the first to step into the cold shower. Thanks to the energy circulating through his body, he walked through the mud without leaving any footprints behind. He and Eon left the courtyard of the ‘Drunken Goose’. 
 
    Taking off his cloak, Eon joined him in the yard. He touched the medallion on his chest and was instantly enveloped in copper-colored Imperial level steel armor. In the center of it shone a blue crystal set in a skull-shaped frame. A similar skull, only larger, rested on his belt. Its eye sockets were filled with numerous steel plaques that held together various parts of the armor. The heavy shoulder pads, which the bird had already vacated, looked like the curved fangs of some animal. 
 
    Eon held two swords in his hands. Each of them, judging by their aura, was at the Heaven level, and strong enough to immediately kill a cultivator that didn’t have at least Heaven level armor. 
 
    “I will ask you one final time, Hadjar Darkhan,” his voice sounded hollow, even though he wasn’t wearing a helmet. “Join the sect and you’ll receive the kind of rewards you’ve never even dreamed of.” 
 
    [image: ]“My answer remains the same, Eon.” 
 
    Hadjar dove into the depths of his soul, where the Call’s dragon and the Black Blade were waiting for him. This was his first time fighting someone after the orc shaman’s test. The three years he’d spent in either an illusion or an alternate reality were still fresh in his mind. He touched the dragon, which responded by instantly merging with the tattoo on his chest. It was always ready to share its power and follow him into any battle. Hadjar approached the Black Blade, the weapon of the Enemy, the Black General. However, at the critical moment, the sword had remained loyal to Hadjar and hadn’t submitted to the Enemy’s shadow. He grasped it with both hands. The cold handle felt familiar and pleasant. 
 
    I’m home, Hadjar thought. 
 
    In the physical world, the cloak of black fog draped over his shoulders and covered his arms, but still couldn’t hide the glow of the scarlet tattoo on his left arm. The Black Blade sliced through the falling rain. 
 
    “Prepare to die!” Eon shouted. 
 
    A vortex of monstrous power swirled around him. But Hadjar wasn’t afraid. He met his opponent with a calm smile. 
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    Eon, shrouded in darkness, charged Hadjar. Eon’s main advantage was ambidexterity. Mrax was a natural-born prodigy. It was widely believed that a swordsman who fought with two swords had the power of four. Hadjar was about to test that theory. 
 
    “Calm Wind.” 
 
    It stopped raining for a moment. A descending current of wind merged the raindrops into a single stream and brought it down onto the two fighters. When it reached his chest, Hadjar slashed the air with his sword and made the water swirl around him. It turned into thin, sharp blades, which he then launched at Eon. 
 
    Placing his left blade in front of him, Eon used a Technique with his right one. It formed a raven’s feather that then split into five smaller ones, which he directed at Hadjar. Each attack contained the mysteries of the Sword Spirit. They were strong and deep, but did not exceed the Wielder level. 
 
    Swinging the Black Blade, Hadjar created a wave of power that split into dozens of slashes. To the Dinos siblings, such an attack would’ve looked clumsy and weak, but to Eon, it was terrifying. 
 
    Two out of the five feathers that struck the wave were destroyed. The remaining three skirted around it and were about to sink into Hadjar’s flesh when a writhing dragon with a sword-body appeared out of thin air. 
 
    “Fifth stance: Rustle in the Treetops.” 
 
    Catching the feathers with its claws, the dragon tore them apart. Eon parried Hadjar’s attack, but the stream of water managed to tear off his cloak and made the raven fly off his shoulder. 
 
    Their clash had lasted a split second. Curious, the people from the tavern peered out at the yard. Steppe Fang jumped down from the second floor to avoid the crowd. 
 
    “Now I understand why Raven Wing was ready to vouch for you,” Eon said. “Your power is worthy of the fifth circle, which is unprecedented for a Heaven Soldier, but…” 
 
    His vortex of malevolent power disappeared, consumed by his blades. The aura around them became so dense that ghostly replicas of the blades began to appear in the air. 
 
    “… Do you know how to use it? Raven’s Flight!” 
 
    Eon’s cloak turned into wings and he soared through the air toward Hadjar. He attacked with both blades, aiming the left at Hadjar’s head, and the right at his body. Thanks to his speed, Hadjar managed to push off the ground and spin like a top in the air. He parried the attack aimed at his body, and let the one aimed at his head pass under him. However, he hadn’t expected for Eon to twist his elbow at the last second and hit him in the head. The cloak of black fog swirled, blocking some of Eon’s strike, but it failed to completely stop it. Hadjar was thrown back. He rolled several feet through the mud. 
 
    Before he could recover, Eon came down on the spot where he was lying. His attack looked like a pair of deadly talons. 
 
    “Sixth stance: Wind!” 
 
    Turning into a plume of fog, Hadjar dodged his opponent’s strike. Once he was at a relatively safe distance from Eon’s blades, he swung his sword. His attack contained so much primal rage that the ground beneath him cracked. 
 
    “Seventh stance: Azure Cloud!” 
 
    The already dark sky seemed to get even darker. Enveloped in rain and lightning, a black dragon slammed into Eon from above. The echoes of their clash reverberated throughout the surrounding area. Several balls of energy ended up veering off course and flying toward the tavern, but scattered upon hitting Steppe Fang’s axes. If anyone below the Heaven Soldier level had tried to stand in their way, they would’ve been reduced to dust in an instant. 
 
    “Not bad!” Mrax shouted, laughing. “Not bad at all!” 
 
    With a roar, he swung his swords twice. A torrent of sharp feathers cut the dragon into ribbons of black fog. Hadjar, his head thrown back, watched as dozens of feathers arced through the air and flew directly toward him. 
 
    Crouching a little, he sheathed the Black Blade. Closing his eyes, he used all the power he could safely channel and all the mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart level he’d mastered. Summoning almost half the energy in his core, he imagined autumn leaves falling from a tree. 
 
    Energy flowed through his wide channels, into his sword, and his meridians as well, allowing him to create more powerful Techniques. 
 
    During the battle of the Kurkhadan oasis, Hadjar, using an Imperial artifact and the blessing of the Spirit of the oasis, had only been able to perform the first of the Technique’s three attacks. However, he was much stronger now. 
 
    “Fourth stance: Falling Leaf!” 
 
    To the onlookers, it might’ve seemed like Hadjar had just made a single attack, but in reality, he was so fast that he’d been able to make five without them even noticing. Each slash turned into a long, black crescent that clashed with the feathers. There was a burst of energy. The rain stopped falling for several seconds. 
 
    It was enough time for the silhouette of a huge raven to form behind Eon, who’d summoned his Spirit into the physical world. Gripping his swords, he spread his arms out. The bird spread its wings. And when he swung his swords, he himself assumed the form of a black raven. 
 
    “Grave Cry!” He shouted and pushed himself off the ground. 
 
    He moved so quickly that the swords actually made a sound akin to a raven’s cry as they sliced through the air. Hadjar, using the ‘Rustle in the Treetops’ and planting his feet as he prepared to block, seemed like he’d be able to stop the terrible attack. However, the blades struck with such force that they sent a wave of power rampaging through his body, one that nearly damaged his internal organs and made him spit out blood. The razor-sharp claws of the raven’s talons raked a deep gash across his chest and sent him flying back. He landed at Steppe Fang’s feet. 
 
    “Feel… free… to… lend me… a hand,” Hadjar grunted as he struggled to his feet. 
 
    “You fight alone.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks, friend.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, runt. You’ve earned your Name. You’ve proven to the Spirits that you’re worthy of receiving the power of your ancestors. You’re a free hunter. But no hunter hunts alone.” Steppe Fang hit himself in the chest, right where his Name tattoo was. “When I fight, I don’t fight alone. The ancestors are always with me. They guide my axes. They protect my body. I am one with my ancestors and they are one with me. But you fight alone.” 
 
    Hadjar stared at the orc in surprise. 
 
    “Do you give up?” Eon shouted. “Surrender, and your death will be quick.” 
 
    “I see your ancestor,” the orc continued. “His claws are steel. His fangs are death. So why don’t you call him? Why do you steal grains of his power like a thief instead of claiming all of it?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Call your ancestor, hunter-” 
 
    Steppe Fang said something else, but his words were drowned out when Eon swung his blades, creating a vortex of power in front of him. It sucked in both the raindrops and Hadjar, pulling him straight toward the blades. 
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    Hadjar managed to kick off from the ground at the last second and soar into the air. Emerging from the vortex, he swung his sword. 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
 
    A thirty-foot high wall of darkness, one that absorbed even the smallest particles of light, enveloped Eon. The onlookers gasped in surprise. The mere fact that a simple Heaven Soldier had grasped the Sword Spirit mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart level was already incredible. On top of that, his power was comparable to a Spirit Knight’s, and he wielded a terrifying Heaven level Technique as well… It became abundantly clear to everyone watching that he was one of the elite. 
 
    “Not bad, brother!” Eon laughed. 
 
    He’d conjured a sphere as dark as the ‘Black Wind’ Technique around himself. 
 
    “Damn it!” Hadjar swore, pouring all the energy he could muster into his Technique. The wall of darkness grew both taller and denser. It radiated the mysteries of the Sword. Spreading out, those mysteries turned into ghostly blades that cut through even the distant trees and rocks. 
 
    Is he using one of the Enemy’s Techniques? Hadjar thought. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one who knows the Raven’s tricks!” Eon’s smile widened. 
 
    He pushed the sphere forward. Spinning wildly, it shattered Hadjar’s wall and sucked it into itself. It was as if one darkness was slowly devouring the other. 
 
    Behind Eon, who was soaked to the bone and laughing maniacally, the Raven Spirit flapped its wings furiously. Thunder and lightning struck the ground and the tavern. Steppe Fang moved to intercept it, wrapping the onlookers in an energy shield that was shaped like a wolf. 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Is this a battle between two cultivators or two monsters?” 
 
    The ‘Black Wind’ couldn’t withstand the pressure and, after being shattered into thousands of fragments, was drawn into the black sphere. The sphere flew toward Hadjar, growing larger by the second. Its power surpassed the best of Tom Dinos’ Techniques. 
 
    “Calm Wind.” 
 
    A current of descending wind hit the black sphere, pushing it into the mud and slowing it down. Its pull was so great that the palisade swayed. The massive wooden stakes ended up torn out of the ground, lifted into the air, reduced to splinters, and then sucked into the sphere. 
 
    Some of the weakest onlookers felt a terror comparable to that of a young hunter encountering a predator for the first time. Many of them realized how insignificant their power truly was. 
 
    If that hits me, I’m dead! Hadjar turned into fog once again and, pushing off from one of the stakes, closed the distance between him and Eon. He landed and sheathed his sword. 
 
    If only I had an artifact, I would be able to use two Techniques at once! 
 
    Back when he’d had Mountain Wind, Hadjar had been able to use two Techniques at once. However, Mountain Wind had been destroyed in his battle against Sunshine Sankesh, and Hadjar hadn’t been able to find a replacement for it ever since. Of course, he’d come across stronger and more powerful swords in the meantime, but he hadn’t felt as connected to them as he had to Mountain Wind. The Black Blade was an excellent sword, one that had felt like an extension of his own arm from the moment he’d first held it. 
 
    The sphere loomed like a black sun above the horizon. It floated there for a moment before it fell with a crash. 
 
    Hadjar was convinced that combining the ‘Spring Wind’, the stance that amplified any attack, with the ‘Black Wind’ would be enough to repel this sphere, but without a second sword… 
 
    As was often the case in moments like these, time slowed down. Hadjar felt the inevitability of Eon’s attack. All he could do was try to block and avoid immediate death, but… It would probably inflict massive wounds on his energy body and bring him close to death. 
 
    “Accept your death, brother!” Eon shouted. 
 
    For some reason, it wasn’t the sphere that attracted Hadjar’s attention. Instead, a raindrop that landed on the Black Blade drew his eye. Hadjar looked at it and realized that the drop wasn’t the rain, but an entity of its own. It was one of many that, when combined, formed a larger whole. 
 
    Hadn’t he felt the same way about himself and the world during his battle against Dragon Tooth? Hadn’t he realized that he was only a part of the world, a drop in the endless stream of the World River? Even if he tried to leave it, he would be forced to go back. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the rain, but only saw a raindrop. In its reflection, he saw a huge figure standing behind him. Indistinct, it obscured the sky and the earth. Its rage was untamable. Its claws were steel. Its fangs were death. 
 
    And then the vision disappeared. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my glorious ancestor,” Hadjar whispered. “I can’t call you just yet, but…” 
 
    The sphere came closer. It sucked in stones and dirt, which then turned into dust. Hadjar stood in front of it, calm and enlightened. His cloak enveloped him like a cocoon of black fog. 
 
    Steppe Fang, who was watching him, shook his head in frustration. 
 
    “He’s too weak to hear his ancestor’s roar.” 
 
    But Hadjar didn’t hear the orc. He leaned his head back until his neck cracked in protest, and stared beyond the sphere, at the sky. He could feel the rain caressing his face. It was only his second time seeing the rain since he’d left the Sea of Sand, but it sent him on a journey through his memories. 
 
    It had rained back then as well, on the day when he, still crippled, had fled from his pursuers and fallen into the river that had brought him to Traves’ prison. 
 
    “Remember, human…” 
 
    Hadjar raised his sword above him. A flood of black energy enveloped him, forming tornadoes in the sky. There were blue threads inside them. 
 
    “…no Technique…” 
 
    If he was one with the world… then the world itself would be his weapon. 
 
    “…will make you strong…” 
 
    After mastering the Weapon’s Heart, Hadjar had fought Tom Dinos, resisted the temptation of the Black General, fought Steppe Fang, passed the Spirits’ test, and now, he was crossing swords with a member of the Raven Sect. He had survived battles that would’ve ended most warriors. As he’d fought for his life, he’d studied his opponents, always aiming to better himself. But despite his best efforts, the mysteries of the Sword Spirit had always eluded him a little. Only now did he understand what Traves had been trying to teach him. 
 
    “…only your own power will help you survive.” 
 
    For more than a decade, he’d been guided by what he’d thought was the dragon’s Technique. However, it was someone else’s. Not his. An alien power… 
 
    Hadjar stared at the raindrops, feeling the presence of the Sword Spirit in each of them. Each drop was a part of him. Just as he was a part of them. 
 
    Suddenly, the Black Blade disappeared, releasing a wave of power so strong that most of the onlookers had to use their strongest defensive Techniques to avoid being obliterated. 
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    Derek was riding alongside Dockantros, the Lord level senior officer of the Border Legion. After being told that an assassin from the Raven Sect had appeared in the ‘Drunken Goose’ tavern, Dockantros had immediately taken a squad of his soldiers and set off, hoping that they could get there in time to capture the sectarian. Just thinking about one of those damned bastards made his right shoulder blade itch. There, beneath his Heaven level armor, was a monstrous scar, given to him by one of the assassins. For thousands of years, the Border Legion had been killing those monsters, but not one of them had been captured yet. He hoped to be the first to do so and then find out the secret behind the sect’s incredible power. 
 
    “Damn this rain,” he muttered. 
 
    It had also rained on that day, when he’d been forced to flee from one such bastard. And since all the members of the sect were incredibly powerful, it was a good thing that they didn’t take sides. Like all mercenaries, they fought for those who paid them the most. The currency didn’t matter: coin, knowledge, resources, or guinea pigs for their terrible experiments. Or so the rumors claimed. 
 
    “We’re here!” Derek shouted joyfully. 
 
    Suddenly, his faithful horse nearly threw him off. The guards’ horses also neighed in horror and tried to throw off their riders. 
 
    “Calm down.” Dockantros patted the neck of his mount and looked to where the waves of monstrous power were coming from. “Damn it!” 
 
    He was almost certain that he could feel the presence of the Sword Kingdom, the last level of Sword mastery. He’d witnessed that kind of unstoppable and all-consuming power only once before. Back when he’d been a sergeant, he had participated in a training session that had ended in a showdown between General Bolidek, an advanced-stage Lord, and his chief deputy, a mid-stage Lord. When the General had used the Sword Kingdom, everything within sixty feet of him had seemed to bend to his will. The air, earth, sky, wind, grass, water, trees, rocks, dust, even the rays of sunlight — everything had become his sword. The deputy, clad in Imperial level armor, had looked like an ant in comparison to that tsunami of power. The General’s slash, enhanced by the mysteries of the Sword Spirit but devoid of any energy or Techniques, had been imbued with monstrous power. It had sundered the ground, creating a five-foot-wide crack. And he hadn’t even used any energy! Nor a Technique! Only his sword mastery! On that day, all of them had discovered that there was more to the path of cultivation than they’d been told. 
 
    But what he was sensing right now wasn’t the Sword Kingdom, although it was undeniably similar to it. From the dark sky that loomed over the tavern’s yard, hundreds of thousands of black swords rained down, carrying within them the power of a Heaven level Technique. Dockantros, although he’d never been able to rise above the Wielder level, could still sense the true potential of this attack. 
 
    “Is the sectarian that powerful?” He whispered. 
 
    In the flashes of the lightning bolts, he saw the swords merge into the shape of a dragon’s open maw. 
 
    “Follow me!” The senior officer commanded. 
 
    He spurred his horse and drew his blade. By the Evening Stars, he would be the first to catch a ‘Raven’! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Everything around Hadjar was a Sword. He himself was a Sword. 
 
    The Black Blade disappeared from his hand. Various memories flashed through his mind. From his first day in this world, when he’d seen the sword strapped to his father’s belt, to his most recent ones, like the time he’d met the trio. The memories flowed like a river, full of scenes of training and battle. From each of them, Hadjar took a part of the mysteries, a part of himself. They were his priceless experiences, his own Sword. 
 
    The stream didn’t end with his battle against Steppe Fang or Eon, but with the moment when he’d shielded Elaine. The Sword was all that separated Hadjar from life and death, from life and mere existence. The Sword gave meaning to every breath he took. It allowed him to pursue his goal. Only it. Nothing else. 
 
    His Sword was his own power. Not someone else’s. 
 
    Using the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique, he had reached the pinnacle of what a man who lived on borrowed power was capable of. However, just as a butterfly left its past behind when it emerged from its cocoon, so too did Hadjar need to throw away the crutches of someone else’s power and embark on his own path. 
 
    What would he call his way? 
 
    Suddenly, music began to play in his mind. The song that he’d tried to capture and write down while he’d lived in that dream. He had heard it in the sounds of the city, in conversations, in the screeching of the wheels as cars drove past him, in the drumming of the raindrops hitting the windows, and even in the white noise of a TV. Music was everywhere. Like the wind. The music of the wind. 
 
    The wind called to him, trying to bypass the Sword Spirit’s seal. Like a loyal friend, it had never given up on trying to reach his magically imprisoned heart. It had followed him even into the dream. It had called to him through the music, which sounded like nothing more than a breeze caressing a listener’s ear. 
 
    He would name his way… 
 
    Pain struck him. A wave of numbing pain hit him and he saw the reflection of his ancestor and his goal for a moment. If it hadn’t been for the pain radiating from the Sword Spirit tattoo, he would’ve been able to grasp that reflection. However, even seeing just a glimpse of it resulted in something incredible. Every raindrop within a radius of fifteen feet turned into a copy of the Black Blade. Their combined power, merging to form a dragon’s fang, slammed into the black sphere. 
 
    Hadjar was using something that was beyond the capabilities of even the most brilliant Heaven Soldiers, despite still being one. 
 
    The black dragon’s fang failed to shatter Eon’s sphere, but it did cut it in half. Its halves collapsed to either side of Hadjar. Two explosions followed as they shattered to pieces, and then the rain started falling again. Hadjar stood on a mound of dirt and debris in the middle of a huge crater. The explosion had thrown Eon several feet away. Getting back up, he watched as blood seeped through the cuts in his armor. Hadjar, on the other hand, looked unharmed, save for the deep wound left behind by Eon’s previous attack. 
 
    “Raven Wing was right.” Eon spat out blood. “With you as a disciple, the sect could compete with the Palace of dra-” 
 
    He suddenly stopped, glancing somewhere behind Hadjar. 
 
    “It’s the fucking border patrol,” he grumbled and held out his arm. As if summoned, the raven immediately perched on it. “We’ll meet again soon, brother. This fight isn’t over yet.” 
 
    Hadjar turned around, toward the clopping of hooves. And when he turned back, Eon had disappeared, leaving only a couple of feathers behind. 
 
    “Everyone, stay right where you are!” A commanding voice boomed over the rising storm. “Using any kind of Technique will be considered a violation of the law!” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t care about the Border Legion. Covering his new wound with his hand, he turned his face up toward the rain. After all these years, he’d finally heard the voice of his faithful friend once more, even if it had been for just a brief moment. The wind was with him. No matter how difficult his path became, he would get rid of the Sword’s seal one day. He was sure of it. 
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    “Couldn’t you have chosen a weaker opponent?” She hissed. “Steppe Fang could’ve handled him.” 
 
    The orc, surrounded by a dozen heavily armed Spirit Knights, looked even calmer than the sleeping Azrea. He seemed unconcerned about what was going on, as if he knew that he could take them all down on his own if he needed to. 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Dockantros started, “that you’re taking a captive orc back to their lands for an exchange.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Derek nodded. 
 
    Since they were negotiating with the Lascanian army, the position of leader had shifted from Hadjar to Derek, as he was the only one who knew how to properly talk to the military. Afraid of showing that he was a Darnassian to the soldiers who fought his people on a daily basis, Hadjar kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “He doesn’t look like a prisoner.” 
 
    Chewing a large piece of turkey, the orc raised an eyebrow and looked at him. 
 
    “Do you see the feathers in his hair?” Derek asked. 
 
    Dockantros nodded. “I have a whole box of them. The army pays a hundred Glory points for each feather. Quite a hefty sum, in case you didn’t know.” 
 
    The turkey in Steppe Fang’s hands shook a little, and Hadjar prayed to the High Heavens and the Evening Stars that the orc had enough common sense to know that attacking Dockantros would be a bad idea. Shooting him a glare, Steppe Fang returned to his meal, imagining that he was feasting on the Lascanian’s throat instead. 
 
    “You can see a similar feather in our friend’s hair,” Derek went on. 
 
    Dockantros turned to Hadjar. The look he gave him was both respectful and arrogant. 
 
    “And where did your friend get an amulet that contained the power of an elite Spirit Knight?” he asked, refusing to believe that a mere Heaven Soldier could make a crater in the ground all on his own. 
 
    “He isn’t very talkative,” Derek said. “My father hired him to help us.” 
 
    “Did he now?” Dockantros looked at Hadjar, tapping his fingers on the table. “And what’s this mercenary’s name?” 
 
    Derek turned pale, realizing that he’d said too much. 
 
    “I’m not a mercenary.” Hadjar shook his head. “I’m helping them for old times’ sake.” 
 
    “I wonder what you could’ve done to end up indebted to the Baron.” 
 
    Hadjar shrugged. The affairs of the nobles were never the concern of the military, no matter the Empire. Only the Imperial Guard cared about such things, as that was more or less their purpose. 
 
    Hadjar, though grateful for Derek’s help, regretted that he’d allowed him to act at his discretion. 
 
     “Interesting,” Dockantros drawled. “A group of disciples from the ‘Red Mule’ school, accompanied by a stranger and an orc, are heading for the steppes, and along the way, they come across an assassin from the Raven Sect.” 
 
    Derek smiled a bit awkwardly. The Legion inspired awe in all the inhabitants of the borderlands, who believed that they owed their continued survival solely to the military’s presence. 
 
    “How did you like your battle with the assassin?” Dockantros narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “A strong opponent,” Hadjar replied, and fell silent. 
 
    Over the course of this conversation, he’d begun to sympathize with Steppe Fang. Surrounded by enemies as he was, he didn’t really feel like talking, either. 
 
    “A strong opponent.” Dockantros laughed and turned to his men. “Did you hear that? A strong opponent!” 
 
    The guards guffawed. The senior officer laughed with them for a moment, then slammed his hand down on the table, causing it to crack. 
 
    “Stop trying to fool me!” He shouted. “Tell me what your connection to the Raven Sect is this instant!” 
 
    The senior officer was clearly an experienced interrogator. He knew how to ask questions without being misled. If Hadjar cut his hand right now and swore that he ‘had nothing to do with the sect’, he would die, burned alive. But he couldn’t tell the Lascanian the truth, either, as he didn’t want to end up in the local dungeon, left to die there. All he could do was remember what he’d learned about political scheming and intrigue in the Royal Palace of Lidus. May the rebirth of South Wind be a successful one! 
 
    Hadjar considered Dockantros’ words as he drew his dagger. A lot of thoughts ran through his mind. 
 
      
 
    Damn you, neural network! Where are you when I need you? 
 
      
 
    […remaining until the update is completed…] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar waved the message away and cut his palm. 
 
    “I swear that I’m not a member of the Raven Sect. Our connection is that of mutual hatred.” 
 
    His blood flared, and the wound healed. Long, tension-filled seconds passed. Dockantros looked disappointed, and Hadjar hoped that the senior officer wouldn’t notice the loopholes in his oath. He and the sect were indeed connected via a mutual hatred, but they also shared a common ancestor, the Enemy. Hadjar hadn’t offered the whole truth, which would’ve led to his immediate death. If the man had been a real interrogator, he would’ve grasped those nuances, but Dockantros was still just an ordinary soldier. 
 
    “Something’s not right here,” Dockantros said, which meant his intuition was quite sharp. “Damn it, I don’t have the time I need to deal with you! Weird things have been coming from the steppes and attacking our villages.” 
 
    “Sorry to have wasted your time, senior officer.” Derek bowed low. 
 
    Dockantros just waved his apology away. 
 
    “Adept!” He shouted and turned to Hadjar. “Swear that you’ll come to the Gatun military fort after you’ve completed your task.” 
 
    “I swear,” Hadjar replied and immediately cut his palm. Dockantros hadn’t exactly specified when he’d have to come. Satisfied with that oath, the Lascanian left, followed by his men, which left the tavern rather empty as most of the guests had scurried off after the guards had arrived. 
 
    “I meant well,” Derek said. 
 
    Hadjar decided not to comment. 
 
    “Hunter.” 
 
    Hadjar turned and looked into Steppe Fang’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be training in the morning,” the orc said thoughtfully, turned, and disappeared into the storm. 
 
    Hadjar grinned. He’d understood the hint. 
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    Hadjar still remembered the annual harvest festival in his distant homeland, held to mark the end of the old year and the beginning of the new one. Children would receive gifts and play a variety of games, and during this time, he and Elaine had been allowed to leave the Royal Palace and play with the other children. But what Hadjar had liked even more than that had been the gifts. He still remembered those hours and even days of longing and anticipation. 
 
    However, those feelings couldn’t compare to what he felt right now. Sitting on the yellow grass, he stared at the horizon. The moon had already sunk behind the vast ocean that no one had ever crossed. The stars gradually faded and disappeared into the emerging azure. The sun was still in no hurry to rise. Like a shy girl, it was taking its time, preening somewhere in the mountains of the borderlands between Darnassus and Lascan. 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t waiting for the scorching heat, however. 
 
    “May the Spirits light your path, hunter.” 
 
    Hadjar jumped to his feet and turned around, surprised at how quietly and suddenly the orc had appeared right behind him. He hadn’t moved through the shadows like Einen, either. Steppe Fang had simply managed to approach Hadjar unnoticed. And Hadjar considered himself capable of spotting even those individuals who were well-versed in stealth Techniques thanks to his connection to the wind and years of experience. 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    Hadjar squinted at him, hands still shrouded in black fog. He’d been on edge since his fight with Eon, suspecting that both he and the sect wouldn’t just leave him alone and would soon try to take their revenge. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Steppe Fang tied his hair back and exposed the axes tucked into his belt. “What matters is why you didn’t hear me. A hunter must trust their instincts, otherwise they offend their ancestors.” 
 
    Hadjar had had enough of being berated for insulting his ancestors. He still had no clue what the orcs meant by ‘ancestor’ and ‘Spirit’. Just a few days spent with the steppe people had been enough for him to realize that they followed a completely different path of cultivation than the humans or elves. 
 
    “I don’t know much about your path, Steppe Fang.” Hadjar shook his head. 
 
    The orc, who had felt contempt and even hatred for this man before, suddenly put his hand on Hadjar’s shoulder. 
 
    “I was wrong when I decided to judge you by our standards, runt,” he said, sounding oddly regretful. “You’re like a little orc who knows nothing of this world, and I asked you to turn into a free hunter overnight. Before the Spirits and forefathers, I ask for your forgiveness.” 
 
    He punched his chest. 
 
    Hadjar looked at him. Although there was something bestial about his appearance, Steppe Fang seemed more human than most humans he’d met. 
 
    “We’ll start your training today, runt,” he said and sat down. 
 
    The sun began to rise, coloring the sky in scarlet hues, as if suggesting that the Heavens would soon see a lot of blood. 
 
    “I’m ready, giant!” Hadjar smiled. 
 
    A cloud of black fog swirled in his hands, solidifying and forming the Black Blade, the weapon that neither Hadjar nor Dora’s aunt and father understood. Some claimed that it was a part of the Enemy, some said it was his Inheritance, and others figured that it must be a kind of Spirit weapon. Hadjar didn’t care. He knew that the Black Blade hadn’t obeyed the Enemy within his soul. That was enough for him to trust the Black Blade as much as he’d once trusted Mountain Wind. 
 
    Had he taken Eon’s life with it and fed the blade the fairy that Helmer had given him, the Black Blade could’ve been on the level of an Imperial artifact by now. 
 
    “Dismiss your black fang, little hunter.” Steppe Fang whirled his axes and drove them into the ground. “Just as it’s too early for a young cub to chase Azure Lynxes, it’s also too late for you to draw your weapon.” 
 
    “But you said we were going to train.” 
 
    Steppe Fang nodded. 
 
    “Your body is only a consequence of the Spirit.” He brought his fingers to his chest, then to his forehead, and finally, he made a gesture that looked as if he were sending a part of himself to the Heavens. “Your weapon is a consequence of your body. Before we get to the body, we must strengthen the Spirit, and before we get to the weapon, we must strengthen the body.” 
 
    Hadjar blinked a few times. Would he get a chance to find out why orc bodies were as strong as artifact armor? Even in the Empires, their knowledge about strengthening the flesh was considered one of the most valuable things they possessed, along with their Techniques of internal and external energy. 
 
    “Let’s start with your Spirit, little hunter.” 
 
    “Before we begin, giant,” Hadjar decided to ask about something that had been bothering him for a while now, “I don’t understand what you mean when you say Spirit or Spirits.” 
 
    Steppe Fang paused in untying a short leather strap from his belt. A look of disgust crossed his face. 
 
    “Orc, human, elf, dwarf,” Hadjar almost gasped but managed to restrain himself. By the High Heavens and the Evening Stars, dwarves are real too? “…It doesn’t matter what color your skin is, how strong your muscles are, or how long your fangs. The only difference between us and you is that we, the orcs, remember and honor our ancestors. And you, the humans and elves, have forgotten them in your pursuit of easy power.” 
 
    It was so difficult for Hadjar to resist the urge to ask more about the dwarves in this world, but he restrained himself and listened instead. 
 
    “When we say ‘Spirit’, that’s exactly what we mean. When you use it, you mean a weapon’s heart.” Steppe Fang spat on the ground. His disgust turned to outright disdain. “And the fact that you wear the mark of a Weapon on your back makes you no better than a slave.” 
 
    If Steppe Fang had called Hadjar a slave just seven or even six years ago, he would’ve paid for the insult with blood. These days, Hadjar was a lot more tolerant of many things. 
 
    “I’ll tell you a story, little hunter, and you’d be wise to remember it.” 
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     “In the beginning,” Steppe Fang spoke softly, “there was only darkness. The primordial kind that devoured everything in its path. But since nothing stood in its path, it devoured itself.” 
 
    During his many years of traveling, Hadjar had learned that most tales contained at least a few bits of embellished truth covered in a thick layer of time’s dust. 
 
    “When the darkness took a bite of itself,” Steppe Fang continued, “time appeared out of that piece. Don’t ask me how, my mind is too weak to grasp such knowledge. Even our great, wise shaman isn’t able to understand or explain this.” 
 
    Hadjar knew that there was no difference between ‘strong’ and ‘wise’ in some parts of this world, like in the Land of the Immortals, for example, but he’d never understood why. 
 
    “After that, the darkness and time began their endless battle. For ages, they tormented each other, until they finally realized that neither of them could overpower the other. Anyone who has passed the Spirits’ test knows this.” 
 
    Hadjar absentmindedly rubbed his right arm, where his red Name tattoo was. Once, it had covered only his forearm, but now it stretched from the tips of his fingers all the way up to his shoulder joint. That test had made him realize that any action could lead to death. No matter how many obstacles he overcame or how many things he achieved, the world would eventually swallow him up. 
 
    That realization had only strengthened his resolve to reach his goal before death caught up to him. 
 
    “When they realized this, they decided to create something that could defeat them both. They combined their powers and gave birth to life. As a result, they dissolved into it.” 
 
    Yawning, Azrea wriggled out of Hadjar’s shirt and climbed up onto his head. The wind that played with his hair made the ornaments sing melodiously and the feather sway. 
 
    “For years, life existed on its own. Its only purpose was to exist. And then, suddenly, a flicker of light appeared in the center of it. A light of energy, dense and bright, and strong enough to destroy the entire universe.” Steppe Fang pointed at the ground first, then at the sky, and then at himself. The gesture must’ve meant something, but Hadjar didn’t know what. “And life, maybe out of loneliness, maybe out of curiosity, touched this light.” 
 
    Azrea, balancing precariously atop Hadjar’s head, was trying to catch the feather. 
 
    “Like time and darkness before them, they merged their powers.” Steppe Fang scooped up a handful of dirt, raised it to his face, inhaled, and then scattered it to the wind. “And so all things came to be. Stars appeared — the lights of life itself. In their depths, life continues to be forged, so that at the moment of the stars’ deaths, it still spreads out through the universe.” 
 
    Hadjar stared at the orc, unable to believe that Earth and this world had a similar creation myth. Steppe Fang seemed to wholeheartedly believe that what he was saying was true. 
 
    “Then came the Heavens, the water, the sky, and the flame. Out of their union came all that you see, hear, and feel.” Steppe Fang, closing his eyes, turned his face to the wind, and then greeted it as if it were a fellow tribesman. Hadjar still didn’t understand what the gesture meant, but he felt like there was some deeper meaning hidden within it. “But since darkness and time were inside life at the beginning, now, like before, everything leans toward the darkness while obeying the inexorable flow of time.” 
 
    Hadjar listened, entranced by the story. He had a feeling that something in the orc’s words was of inestimable importance to him. 
 
    “The life that had merged with and dissolved into the light of energy changed. It could no longer exist just for the sake of existing. Like all living things, it needed a purpose. Thanks to its endless search for meaning, they appeared. Some call them the Ancients, and others who, like us, remember the ways of our ancestors — the Spirits.” 
 
    Hadjar had never heard of any Ancients. Not even Dora Marnil had mentioned them. 
 
    “The Spirits — the children of life itself — once lived in peace and harmony, but that didn’t last long.” 
 
    Steppe Fang fell silent for a moment. His face showed both pain and gratitude. He touched a feather on his head. 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Because of the search for meaning and purpose, of course.” The orc sighed heavily. “No one can live long without a goal, little hunter. Everyone and everything has one. The oldest of the Spirits, those that were the strongest and closest to life itself, found their meaning in giving birth to something new, something that would spread life to the farthest corners of the world, that would glorify it and even make more of it.” 
 
    Azrea suddenly jumped off Hadjar’s head and approached Steppe Fang, rubbing her head against his knee. Hadjar saw the orc smile for the first time. It wasn’t scary, but rather… fascinating. There was so much warmth and kindness in that fanged smile. 
 
    “And so, the Great Forest sacrificed its life to give birth to the elves. The First Hunter, the First Wolf, gave birth to us, the orcs. The Great Mountain gave birth to the dwarves in its depths. However, there were other Spirits, those who stood a little further from life and closer to time. They were afraid of it. They were afraid of the abyss. And they decided that the world had been made for them.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded, realizing what Steppe Fang was trying to say. Suddenly, something buzzed near his ear, like a mosquito. Looking around, he didn’t spot a bug, but a fairy instead. 
 
    “And then the gods appeared, little hunter. They started a war against the Spirits and their ancestors — life, darkness, and time. The easy way is always sweeter than the hard way. More and more Spirits followed the gods and lost themselves. Then the gods, overcome with pride, decided that they were equal to their ancestors. That’s when they created humans.” 
 
    The orc paused, gazing at something in the distance. 
 
    “But that’s not where the story ends.” 
 
    “It isn’t.” Steppe Fang sighed. “Because life, darkness, and time didn’t accept the gods. Whatever you might’ve heard, little hunter, the gods aren’t immortal. They, too, will be devoured by the abyss. They even created their own executioner — the Black Spirit, the one who was chosen by the gods but liked the humans more.” 
 
    Hadjar thought that he’d just heard a raven croaking behind him. He turned, but saw nothing there, only the boundless gold of the steppe. 
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    [image: ] “That part of the story isn’t told around our campfires, as it doesn’t belong to our tribe, but to the humans. But you’ve forgotten your ancestors and your benefactor. I’ve heard them call him the Enemy. You’re fools. The false gods, the Spirits who lost their way, are pulling your strings.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    Steppe Fang smiled as if he’d just realized something that had been bothering him for a long time. 
 
    “My wife, Light Step, told me,” he replied, his eyes full of longing. It would be impossible for Hadjar to treat the orc like an animal now, even if the Lascanians called them that and worse. “Her mother, a human, told her the story.” 
 
    “How-” 
 
    “My wife’s story isn’t mine to tell, North Wind,” Steppe Fang interrupted him sternly. “I can’t, and, by the great ancestors, don’t want to tell it.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded in understanding. Not all stories could or should be told. Everyone had their secrets. He himself had quite a few. 
 
    “The arrogant gods created something they shouldn’t have, something that only the union of darkness, energy, life, and time was capable of doing right. Therefore, many sages still wonder whether the gods actually created the Black Spirit, or whether he appeared as a response to the vile acts that the ancient Spirits had committed.” 
 
    Hadjar knew perfectly well that the orc was talking about the Black General, but... The way Steppe Fang spoke about his ancestor moved Hadjar. Everyone else who’d told him stories about the Enemy had told them with fear, anger, and disdain. Of course, many people worshiped the power of the Enemy, the greatest swordsman of all time, but they still condemned and feared him. But not the orcs. They spoke of him with gratitude and respect. 
 
    “The gods breathed life into a dead tree born from dead earth that had given all its strength to support its dead child and had never become a Spirit as a result. When the tree came to life, they felt the power stir within them. After all, no one had ever been able to do this before, except for life itself. And then, drunk on their newfound power, they did a terrible thing. They called one of the Firstborn, one of the first to come out of darkness, life, energy and time, without whom anyone who breathes could not exist under the sun. They called the Wind.” 
 
    The ornaments in Hadjar’s hair rang louder. The feather swayed violently. A gust of wind ruffled his ragged clothes and lifted the dust from the ground into the sky, whirling it around. 
 
    “That was their greatest mistake.” Steppe Fang repeated the unusual gesture. “The Firstborn aren’t like the Spirits, little hunter. They aren’t intelligent, but they are insanely strong. When the gods called the Firstborn, it fulfilled its only task — it breathed life into something. It became the flesh, armor, and weapon of the Black Spirit. It became his greatest power and tragedy. The gods wanted to make a puppet, but the Firstborn don’t make puppets, they create life. And thus, the Black Spirit was born on that fateful day.” 
 
    Hadjar heard the raven again. Heard it say: “Listen carefully.” 
 
    “For centuries, the Black Spirit served the gods, fighting on their side against those who rose against them.” 
 
    “Who could’ve possibly fought against them?” Hadjar asked in surprise. “Who had the power and courage to challenge them?” 
 
    “Those who refused to follow them…” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. He felt sick for a second. He saw sadness and remorse in the orc’s eyes, so similar to the haunted look of parents who knew that their children wouldn’t be returning from war. 
 
    “They were Spirits, little hunter, brave and strong. They’d been fighting the gods for thousands of years, but…” Steppe Fang shook his head and touched the tattoo on his chest again. “Each battle leaves its mark,” he said, running his fingers over his numerous scars. “Both on the body and on the soul. The Spirits who fought against the gods lost their way and their connection to life. After that loss, they grew weaker. They replaced their true goal with a false one — victory over the gods. The battle changed them and so-” 
 
    “-the demons appeared,” Hadjar finished. 
 
    Helmer had made a fool out of him. He wasn’t younger than the first Darkhan, but older. That meant… Damn it! Hadjar hated intrigue. He hadn’t been prepared for it, and his head ached. 
 
    “The Black Spirit fought against the demons for millions of years, leading the divine armies and casting the defeated Spirits into the darkness,” Steppe Fang continued. 
 
    Azrea stopped rubbing against the orc’s knee and returned to Hadjar. Picking her up, he rolled her onto her back and began scratching her belly. Purring, she clung to his fingers with her claws. 
 
    “As he fought the demons, the Black Spirit realized how horrible the humans’ lives were. He saw how they were forced to huddle in caves, basking in the fire brought by the sky. They couldn’t get fire themselves. The only protection from monsters they had was climbing high enough to avoid them.” 
 
    Hadjar listened with great interest, like a child being told a bedtime story by a beloved grandparent. Legends about the dawn of history couldn’t even be found in the Treasure Tower of ‘The Holy Sky’ School. If rumors were to be believed, such a thing could only be found in the Emperor’s personal library, so the knowledge that Steppe Fang was sharing with him was priceless. 
 
    “The Black Spirit, seeing that the world was suffering while he was fighting, realized that he, too, had been living without a true purpose. As if summoned by his doubts, it appeared before him. Guided by it, he descended from the Seventh Heaven to our world as a friend. He showed the humans how to make fire and steel. He showed them how to fight monsters and he taught them about cultivation and its ways. However, as he’d been created by the gods, he knew nothing of the ways of the ancestors and the Spirits. So, it isn’t your fault that you’ve forgotten them, nor is it the Black Spirit’s fault that he didn’t tell you about them.” 
 
    Hadjar was surprised to learn that the human path of cultivation had been taught to them by the Black Spirit. But who had created it? Hadjar didn’t like where this was going because the heroes only defeated the villains with their own weapons in fairy tales. 
 
    “The gods hated the Black Spirit for gifting knowledge to their slaves. They called their own creation a traitor and banished him. Rejected by the gods, he began wandering through the worlds.” 
 
    Silence reigned for a while. 
 
    “And then?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “That is the end of the story as the orcs know it,” Steppe Fang answered. “And also the end of today’s lesson.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Don’t rush things, little hunter,” he said in an admonishing tone. “Time likes to take things slow. For too long, the ways of your ancestors have been forgotten, and you’ll have to learn a lot more to understand their power. The path will be difficult and long, but I’ll walk it with you.” 
 
    Steppe Fang rose and extended his hand to Hadjar. The latter, though surprised, accepted the help. Together, they made their way back to the tavern. 
 
    “Tell me, what made you change your mind about me?” 
 
    Steppe Fang glanced at him, then averted his gaze. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll find the answer to that question myself one day. In the meantime, you and I should focus on our task.” 
 
    “The Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    The orc nodded. 
 
    “Darkness is coming, and with it, unbalance. The world will start hurtling into the abyss a lot faster. It’s our responsibility to save it.” 
 
    I’m rather experienced when it comes to saving the world, Hadjar chuckled to himself, remembering Sankesh and the elixir of the gods. I doubt that the Dah’Khasses are scarier than a mad Sunshine Sankesh. 
 
    If only he knew how wrong he was. 
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    [image: ] “Are you ready?” Derek, followed by Alea and Irma, rode up to Hadjar and Steppe Fang. 
 
    “Of course,” Hadjar said. 
 
    Azrea jumped out of his shirt and landed gently on the ground. She yawned, and then growled softly. A tornado of lightning and white flames erupted around her. When it subsided, Hadjar went up to the now big tigress and patted her neck. Azrea replied by poking his forehead with her snout. If Hadjar had been a mere practitioner, he would’ve been punted several yards away by the impact. Even holding back, Azrea was still an Ancient Beast, comparable in strength to the initial stage of a human Lord. 
 
    “Where’s your mount?” Derek asked Steppe Fang, noticing that he and Hadjar seemed to be on friendlier terms now. 
 
    The orc ignored him. He cupped his hands together, put them to his mouth, and made a strange sound, something like a howl mixed with a dog’s bark and the famous rhythm of the orc drums that all the borderlands dreaded to hear. Howling in response, the huge wolf appeared from behind the hills and charged straight at the squad. 
 
    When it came close, Azrea growled nervously and flicked her tail against her sides. The fur on the back of the wolf’s neck settled down, the red gleam in its eyes faded, and its upper lip covered its fangs. 
 
    “Your friend is strong.” Steppe Fang smiled while mounting the wolf. “She’s a good hunter.” 
 
    He observed the scars on Azrea’s body. Usually, they were hidden under her thick fur, but the wind would sometimes reveal them, showing that Azrea hadn’t always won her battles. Hadjar mounted the tigress. She immediately jumped up and turned northwest. 
 
    The trio of disciples exchanged confused glances and followed the other two in silence. The meaning of Hadjar and Steppe Fang’s conversation eluded them because the two were speaking about topics beyond their understanding. 
 
    Hadjar was glad to finally learn more about the orcs’ path of cultivation. 
 
    “Spirits are everywhere,” Steppe Fang told him. “It doesn’t matter if they can enter our world and take shape or not. They’re everywhere.” 
 
    He pointed to a tree that had miraculously survived the night’s storm. Dry and dying, it had given in to the weight of the hot sky and loneliness. Only bushes grew in the steppe. Groups of trees were as rare as cities and villages. Hadjar sometimes saw herds of fifteen-foot tall, herbivorous creatures covered in thick, brown hair, with branching horns, eight legs, and three tails. 
 
    Huge birds would sometimes appear in the sky. High above them, he could occasionally spot the silhouettes of creatures with six wings and three heads. He was honestly amazed. 
 
    “I’ve heard that Spirits can’t always be born and that-” 
 
    Steppe Fang laughed. 
 
    “A child can always be born, if its parents make love under the right moon.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer. Mortals could probably make a child with ease, but the stronger a cultivator became, the more difficult it was for them to conceive a child, and the pregnancy was different as well. According to rumors, children from the Land of the Immortals were born at the Heaven Soldier level, or even higher. 
 
    “Spirits are everywhere, little hunter: in every drop of rain, in every blade of grass our loyal companions step on...” He patted his wolf’s neck. “They’re everywhere, but they don’t always show up.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered the Spirits of the Kurkhadan oasis and the Dark Forest. 
 
    “Are there any Spirits that are sentient?” He asked. “Or rather, why are some reasonable and some aren’t?” 
 
    Once again, Steppe Fang smiled. 
 
    “Do you consider a child who can’t speak intelligent?” 
 
    “Not really,” Hadjar replied after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “It’s the same with Spirits. Those who can talk have lived too long among this world’s inhabitants. They’ve learned to adapt. Others… We can’t see or hear them, and therefore, understand them.” 
 
    Some of what Steppe Fang said enlightened him, while the rest astonished him. The orc had probably been right when he’d said that Hadjar’s path to understanding would be long and thorny. But no matter the difficulty, if it could help him get even slightly closer to his goal, he would make it to the end. As always. 
 
    Without stopping to rest, since neither they nor their mounts needed it, they talked and talked about various topics. Hadjar would sometimes look up at the starry sky. Back in the Sea of Sand, he’d longed for rain, cold, and snow — everything that he’d had to leave behind, along with his homeland and parent’s house. Now, in the steppes, he was enjoying this starry sky that was so similar to the one in the desert — a rug of black velvet studded with multicolored jewels. 
 
    The following morning, they reached what had once been a large village. 
 
    “Be careful,” Steppe Fang whispered, raising his fist. “We’re on the border of the Dah’Khasses’ lands.” 
 
    Azrea wagged her tail nervously. The wolf growled, and the horses neighed, pulling at their reins. 
 
    The village, built on the bank of a river at the foot of a green-covered mountain, had been completely destroyed. The roofs of the once beautiful huts had been broken and the fences around the yards ripped out of the ground. Pieces of cloth were fluttering in the wind. Hadjar shivered, suddenly feeling cold. Steam billowed from his mouth. Impossible! What could’ve made him, a Heaven Soldier at the middle stage, feel this cold? Any mortal would’ve frozen to death instantly! 
 
    “The Dah’Khasses devour life,” Steppe Fang explained. “It’s only going to get colder from here.” 
 
    Riding past the obliterated house of the village chief, Hadjar finally realized what was so strange about this place. He’d seen destroyed villages before and they’d always had two things in common — corpses and blood, neither of which was present here. 
 
    “They all serve the Dah’Khasses now,” Steppe Fang answered his unspoken question. “They’re assembling an army.” 
 
    The rest of the squad stayed silent. 
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    [image: ]After several hours of frantic riding, they’d finally left the endless steppes behind and were now following a wide river. Back on Earth, it would’ve been called a sea because the other shore was too far to be seen, but here, it was a river. 
 
    “The old frontier!” Derek suddenly exclaimed. “I never thought I’d get to see it one day.” 
 
    Mortals would’ve considered the distance of seven thousand miles that they’d just covered an incredible one. But to cultivators, such trips were akin to a brisk walk. If they’d had a sky vessel at their disposal, they would’ve gotten here even sooner. The only thing slowing them down was the fact that the horses, which were weaker than the wolf and Azrea, would get tired, forcing them to move slower. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Hadjar said, the admiration clear in his tone. 
 
    During his travels, he’d seen many wonders, but this world had managed to surprise him yet again. Slanting mountains jutted out of the river like fangs. Statues of warriors armed with spears towered atop their peaks, stretching along the river and the entire border of Lascan. 
 
    Compared to them, the old lighthouse at the foot of the mountains looked like a matchstick. The view was truly mesmerizing, even for Hadjar, who had visited Underworld City and Mage City both, not to mention Dahanatan. 
 
    “Legends say,” Derek whispered reverently, “that when the last war with Darnassus begins, these warriors will come to life to fulfill their oaths.” 
 
    Seeing as the possible golems were not just gigantic, but numerous as well, Hadjar hoped that Darnassus had giant warriors of its own. Even in this remote region, he could smell the gunpowder. That was how he remembered war, and he guessed that he would have to remember all the things he’d once tried to forget soon enough. He would have to come to terms with his past and stop reminiscing about times gone by. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Steppe Fang said to Hadjar. “The land of the Dah’Khasses is close.” 
 
    Turning away from the mountain range and its stone guardians, the squad rode along a wide plateau surrounded by rocky hills, beyond which they could see the snowcapped mountains brushing up against the sky. 
 
    “This was the land of the Snow Leopard tribe once,” Steppe Fang said. “But then the humans came. Our tribes didn’t want to fight, they only wanted to be friends.” 
 
    Derek didn’t say anything, only gritted his teeth. Hadjar saw that both Alea and Irma didn’t believe Steppe Fang. There was more to the history between Lascan and the orcs than it seemed at first glance. 
 
    “They went into the mountains,” Steppe Fang continued, “and ran into the Dah’Khasses there. While humans built their stone houses to protect themselves from us, we protected them from a fate far worse than death.” 
 
    “Protected us?” Derek couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “You’ve been raiding our lands for centuries! Kidnapping our women and children! Taking away our food, stealing our cattle! You call that-” 
 
    “-hunting,” Steppe Fang told him. “Humans fight and hunt for fun. We hunt only when we need to.” 
 
    “You hunt humans?” 
 
    “There’s no difference between humans and animals in our eyes. You can protect yourselves from us. If we win, we prove ourselves stronger than you. This is the law of life. The stronger live longer. The weak die quickly.” 
 
    “Oh, really now?” 
 
    “Derek!” Alea shouted. “There’s no point in arguing with this… creature. We aren’t here to help him, we’re here to help Hadjar and maybe our homeland.” 
 
    Steppe Fang snorted and fell silent. 
 
    Hadjar could sympathize with both sides. When humans fought against humans for whatever reason, it was something understandable. But when a different race attacked you for exactly the same reason, it always seemed wrong and cruel somehow. 
 
    “Look,” Irma pointed ahead of them. 
 
    “By the great ancestors!” Steppe Fang exclaimed and performed his ritual gesture. “Their power grows by the day… A moon ago, this stone house was intact.” 
 
    “Fort Raskiss,” Derek whispered in disbelief. “The last border fort in this region.” 
 
    “The last one?” Hadjar asked, clearly surprised. 
 
    Derek nodded. 
 
    “Nothing good lies beyond this border. There are only mountains and anomalies. Ships that go there never return. A thousand years ago, an army of 100,000 men was sent to build a new fort there, but no one ever returned. And so, the Duke decided that there was no point in trying to protect a place from which no one ever comes back.” 
 
    Hadjar turned to Steppe Fang, who snarled like a wolf and bared two long, yellowish fangs. Judging by their state, they weren’t merely there for decoration. Hadjar didn’t want to think about that. 
 
    The closer they got, the clearer it became that the fort had been destroyed just recently. There was nothing left of it save for the still smoldering pile of rubble and an arch. What, or who, could’ve vaporized Earth level gates? 
 
    “Look!” Alea shouted. “Corpses!” 
 
    Here and there, scattered among the debris and rocks, lay the mauled corpses of horses and soldiers. Hadjar dismounted and approached one of them. Leaning back against the ruined masonry, a soldier lay next to a destroyed cannon. His left leg was missing; a broken bone protruded from chunks of ragged flesh that had been torn apart. There were four deep claw marks on his chest. 
 
    Hadjar observed him through the World River. The soldier hadn’t died from physical wounds. He’d committed suicide by destroying his nodes and meridians. 
 
    “A noble death.” Steppe Fang came up to Hadjar. He took some tubers out of his bag. “Certainly better than eternal servitude.” 
 
    While Irma and Alea mourned the soldier, he placed the tubers on the soldier’s wound. Beautiful blue flowers covered the mangled metal. After a few seconds, the soldier’s body turned into a flowerbed that gradually sank into the ground. 
 
    “Go back to your forefathers,” Steppe Fang whispered. “The Dah’Khasses’ filth won’t be able to find you there.” 
 
    “What a caring orc.” 
 
    Hadjar and the rest of the squad turned around. A girl with white hair stood in the middle of the bloody field, her back turned to them and her turquoise cloak fluttering in the wind. She looked quite ordinary, but Hadjar sensed danger. The wolf roared, Azrea’s tail lashed the ground, and the horses whinnied in fright. 
 
    “Dah’Khass filth!” Steppe Fang snarled, drawing his axes. “Spawn of nightmares! Offspring of demons!” 
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    [image: ]The girl, no, the creature laughed. No human, orc, or elf could’ve produced such… carnivorous laughter, a joyous sound so full of bloodlust. 
 
    “Didn’t we, the demons, try to save you, you miserable piles of flesh and bone, from the gods’ yoke?” 
 
    “Shut up, you wretch!” Steppe Fang snapped. “Show us your true form! You aren’t fooling anyone.” 
 
    “As you wish, big guy,” the creature laughed. 
 
    The turquoise cloak suddenly enveloped her like a cocoon and merged with her skin. Before their very eyes, she turned from an ordinary-looking girl into a… By the High Heavens, she became the woman of any man’s dreams. She was the very personification of lust! 
 
    Even when she moved to the side, revealing a pile of human bodies, all of them dried up and smashed to pieces with their eyes torn out… Expressions of utter horror on their faces… Even then, when she sat down on the nearest pile of bodies, showing off her perfect, long legs, Hadjar couldn’t think about anything except how he would take her. How he’d run his hands over her thighs and stomach. How he’d tear off her clothes, turn her around, and take her from behind, gripping her thin waist. How he’d… 
 
    Azrea bit his shoulder, making him come to his senses. Snapping out of it, he looked around. Steppe Fang, still baring his fangs, seemed unaffected by the creature’s spell. As for the trio… They were lying on the ground, caressing themselves. Confused, Hadjar turned away. 
 
    “Guard them,” he whispered to Azrea. 
 
    The tigress nodded and went over to the trio. Damn it all to hell, she could’ve fought alongside him had it not been for those three. 
 
    “What was that?” Hadjar asked. “And who are you?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to it, North Wind!” Steppe Fang shouted. Only then did Hadjar realize that the orc couldn’t move. “Don’t look into its eyes, don’t ask it any questions, and don’t listen to it! It may have assumed the guise of a human, but this creature’s true form is so horrific that if it looked at itself in a river, that body of water would turn into a swamp and-” 
 
    “Shut up, big guy,” The Dah’Khass ‘woman’ clenched her fists and Steppe Fang closed his mouth. “That’s better.” 
 
    She stood up from the pile of bodies and, swaying her hips, walked toward Hadjar. 
 
    Despite the obvious danger, he didn’t draw the Black Blade. So long as all she wanted to do was talk, he wouldn’t show any hostility. 
 
    She moved with the grace of a goddess, mesmerizing him with each step she took. Bones snapped beneath her heels, which were as thin and sharp as needles. 
 
    “This is a mental attack.” Hadjar finally realized. “You’ve taken an image from my mind.” 
 
    “Observant, aren’t we?” She moved closer to him, pressing her breasts against his chest. Leaning even closer, she placed her hand against his cheek and tickled his ear with her hot breath. 
 
    “You’ve been alone for a long time, warrior. I feel your desire. What’s stopping you? Take me right here.” 
 
    Grabbing Hadjar’s right hand, she slid it under her gown, nestling it between her thighs, making him feel that familiar tension just below his waist. 
 
    Her tongue, soft and warm, caressed his cheek and neck. Moving her hand down his chest, she skillfully slipped it into his pants. The wave of desire and pleasure that washed over him almost drowned his common sense. 
 
    “I’m yours…” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes flashed with a willpower so strong that it could pierce the very Heavens. As if scalded, the girl cried out in pain and leapt a few feet back. 
 
    “Impossible,” she whispered and bared a row of sharp teeth. “A pitiful Heaven Soldier shouldn’t be able to resist my call.” 
 
    “The first time, you took me by surprise,” Hadjar said, holding out his hand and summoning the Black Blade. “I won’t fall for the same trick twice.” 
 
    The moment the sword appeared in his hand, the seductress lost all her charm. Her hair thinned out and pulled back into her skull, which was now oblong and decidedly nonhuman, covered with dry, gray skin. Huge red eyes with three beady pupils stared at him. Her once supple breasts sagged down to the bent knees of her long legs that now resembled the legs of a grasshopper. A tail appeared between her bony buttocks, and a pair of huge wings opened behind her. 
 
    “By the High Heavens and Evening Stars!” Hadjar cursed, mentally summoning his inner dragon, which immediately answered his call. Armor covered his arms, and his cloak fluttered in the wind. “I’ll spend a century washing your stench off me!” 
 
    “You’ll be washing off your blood!” 
 
    Even her voice had changed, going from seductive to raspy. Spreading her wings, she waved a three-fingered claw. Yellow nails slashed through the air, sending three waves of energy at Hadjar. Such a dangerous attack demonstrated that her power was at least equal to the initial Spirit Knight stage and that she had mastered something similar to the mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart level. 
 
    “Falling Leaf!” Hadjar shouted, filling his meridians with energy from his core. He knew that he couldn’t grow stronger using Traves’ Technique, but he didn’t have a better one yet… 
 
    His three black crescents collided with her three yellow ones, throwing Hadjar back. He realized that he was facing his most powerful opponent yet. When he landed on the ground, he groaned. The wound from his battle with Eon hadn’t fully healed yet. 
 
    “I’ll eat your heart!” She screamed. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Hadjar said, spitting out blood. “My sword will eat you instead! Black Wind!” 
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    [image: ]Darkness enveloped the Dah’Khass. Devouring every speck of light that filtered through the gray clouds, it consumed everything in a thirty-foot radius. The hag screamed in fright and covered herself with her wings. 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t sense any artifacts on her, despite the fact that his most deadly attack had only left shallow wounds on her skin. Green blood trickled down her bones, filling the crater left behind by his attack. 
 
    “I’ll tear you apart!” 
 
    Flapping her wings, she soared into the air, ripping apart the ‘Black Wind’ with her claws. Remnants of the attack rained down, destroying what was left of the fort. Turning into a plume of black fog, Hadjar flew to the side. The Dah’Khass plunged her claws into the ground and opened her fanged mouth so wide that her lower jaw touched her chest. Inhaling noisily, she sucked in the rubble and debris. Her stomach swelled, and then she screamed so loudly that the air vibrated. The vibrations, spreading out, struck the spot where Hadjar had been standing a moment ago, causing the ground to explode in a geyser of rocks, mud, and clumps of grass. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this.” Hadjar couldn’t help but be amazed by the power of her attack. 
 
    He’d fought against many creatures, but he had never seen them use sound waves before. Then again, the Dah’Khasses were demons, High Heavens only knew what trickery they were capable of. 
 
    The hag turned her head and sent another sound wave at him. It sliced through the ground like a sharp blade. 
 
    “Calm Wind.” 
 
    A gust of wind sixty feet in diameter descended upon the battlefield. It made a crater about four inches deep in the ground but it couldn’t stop the wave. 
 
    “What the-?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to curse. He had to get his sword in position to block the attack. The Black Blade, after getting hit by the sound wave, trembled, and then began to vibrate in its owner’s hands. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    He was only able to slow her attack down for a little while. The wave passed through the Black Blade and struck him in the chest, sending him flying backward into a stone pillar that shattered upon impact. As he fell, coughing up more blood, he swung his hand and used his willpower to catch the debris. He combined all the stone chunks into a huge sword and, with another wave of his hand, counterattacked. Shrouded in the mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart level, it sent crescents of lethal power flying at the hag. They cut the sound wave into small pieces and almost reached the Dah’Khass, but then she turned around, swung her tail, and repelled the attack in the direction of the fort, destroying what little had been left of it. 
 
    Getting to his feet, Hadjar ran his hand over his chest. The wound, sticky with blood, was shallow, but still bled heavily. If it hadn’t been for his dragon’s heart, he would’ve died. 
 
    “Strong Wind!” 
 
    Putting all his knowledge of the Way of the Sword into his next attack, he swung seven times. The blows, manifesting as one single attack, sliced through the air, leaving ribbons of black fog behind in their wake. The ‘Strong Wind’ stance was simpler and more primitive than the ‘Falling Leaf’, so it wasn’t difficult to perform several high-speed attacks using it. The gust of wind gradually shrank and thickened until it took on the shape of a dragon. With unthinkable speed and piercing force, it struck the Dah’Khass. Such a strike would’ve easily pierced through Heaven level armor and would’ve probably even scratched a set of Imperial armor. The power emanating from the attack cut the grass all around them in a radius of two hundred paces. If a mere practitioner or a mortal had been around, they would’ve been cut to pieces instantly. 
 
    Hadjar was getting ready to attack again. Any cultivator or beast would’ve immediately used a defensive Technique to shield themselves from such a high-speed attack, or, more likely, a movement Technique at the Imperial level to outright avoid it. To Hadjar’s surprise, the hag, flapping her wings, soared into the sky, covering a distance of a thousand feet in a second. 
 
    “Wings.” Hadjar spat. “What did Traves tell me? I need to hunt down 27 flying beasts, all of them no weaker than the King Stage? Damn it, I can’t manage that!” 
 
    The hag opened her mouth again. Hadjar got ready to dodge another sound wave, but it didn’t come. Instead, she drew the top layer of the ground into the sky in a single breath, and split it into hundreds of pieces with two swipes of her clawed hands. Then, with a scream that made the ground vibrate beneath Hadjar’s feet, she turned the debris into long needles. Obeying her will, they rained down upon Hadjar, who crouched and sliced through the air with his sword, sending several crescents of dark energy in her direction. They formed a six-pointed star and cut most of the needles into fine dust. However, several of them slipped through and sunk into his flesh. Two of them struck him in the left thigh, digging into it. Some scratched his face. The black fog saved him from the needles flying at his chest. Twisting, it stretched out like a raven’s wing and tossed them aside. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Hadjar pushed off with his right foot and disappeared behind the ruins. He howled as he yanked the needles out of his leg. Peering out from behind his temporary shelter, he cursed again. The hag’s mouth was still open, and a small, whitish tornado was forming between her jaws. It was the same whitish color that she’d wrapped around her wings before. With a loud squeal, she spat it out in Hadjar’s direction. It rapidly grew in size, smelling of something vile like grave rot. Hadjar swore and, leaving a cloud of blood behind in the air, ran. He still ended up getting cut by the sharp wind, but that was infinitely better than the fate that befell the cloud of blood he’d left behind. The tornado devoured it, and the Dah’Khass’ eyes immediately flashed red. 
 
    “What an amazing taste!” She drawled, overcome by sexual ecstasy, which was a sickening sight to behold. “I’ve changed my mind about killing you, human. I’ll leave you alive to drink your blood for centuries!” 
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    [image: ]If Nero were here, he would’ve replied with a joke, but Hadjar saw that the Dah’Khass was getting ready to attack again, so he focused on the battle. If the demons, as Steppe Fang had said, had really been Spirits once, then feeding it the hag could raise the Black Blade to the level of an Imperial artifact. She was a dangerous opponent with a lot of strange Techniques, but she was also a potential source of power. Hadjar couldn’t miss this chance. 
 
    However, after a short exchange of blows, Hadjar realized that he’d been wrong about her: she might’ve been as strong as Eon, but she lacked any mastery over the Weapon mysteries. No wonder the orcs had managed to hold them back for so many centuries. 
 
    Hadjar’s musings were cut short by another tornado, which surged out of the Dah’Khass’ mouth and raced toward him. 
 
    “Let’s see whose wind is stronger.” Hadjar smiled recklessly. 
 
    He decided not to use one of the outright lethal stances of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique, but a stance that only enhanced his attacks. 
 
    “Spring Wind!” 
 
    A stream of blue wind enveloped the Black Blade. He’d expected pain, but the seal didn’t try to hurt him. Hadjar looked at his own sword in surprise — the stream had used to be black. 
 
    Assuming the stance, he swung his sword in a wide arc. The six-foot long crescent of energy spun around on its axis. The ground beneath him parted, sending debris flying in all directions. The crescent spun above the deep hollow, turning the air currents into a black-and-blue tornado. The two whirlwinds collided with a horrible howl. They tore the earth asunder. 
 
    A wave of wind covered Steppe Fang. Though unable to move, the orc used his Call to shield himself. Another wave of energy rushed toward the students of the ‘Red Mule’ school. If not for Azrea, they would’ve received severe injuries. The Ancient Beast watched the fight between her two-legged friend and the demon nervously. Seeing the wave coming, she jumped to her feet, opened her mouth, and growled. Lightning came down all around her from the sky and a stream of white flame slid off her fur, forming a barrier that cut through the wave with ease. 
 
    Hadjar, standing on a pile of debris in the middle of a newly-formed pit, had only a few scratches, while the Dah’Khass’ left leg whirled through the air. 
 
    “Scum!” The demon screamed. “You’ll pay for that!” 
 
    Suddenly, her already dry skin got even drier. The light in her eyes dimmed a little, the blood gushing from her wound darkened, and her fangs shone white. It was as if she’d given up some of her vitality in exchange for power. 
 
    Hadjar got ready for her attack, but… The Dah’Khass’ jaws snapped shut. Although confused, he was alert enough to feel a presence to his left. He instinctively tried to turn into a plume of black fog and, using the ‘Wind’ stance, dodge away. 
 
    But despite his speed, her attack was much faster. A ghostly copy of the Dah’Khass’ fanged maw appeared in the air. Before the black fog enveloped Hadjar fully, it sank its teeth into his flesh. Biting off a large chunk of it, the jaws disappeared, along with their prey. Hadjar lost his momentum and rolled on the ground. Looking up, he saw her swallow. Blood trickled down her chin, soaking into her skin. His blood! 
 
    He tried to stand up but stumbled. 
 
    “Damn it all!” Hadjar cursed, seeing the huge bite mark on his left hip. 
 
    He now understood how those devoured by the Black Blade must feel. Hadjar felt a part of his power, part of his essence, leave with that chunk of flesh. 
 
    Looking around, he snatched a piece of burning wood from the wreckage of a carriage. He poured energy into it and held it against his hip. 
 
    Black smoke rose into the air, accompanied by a hiss. Hadjar howled in pain and almost lost consciousness, but he was able to stop the bleeding. 
 
    The ghostly maw was no longer in the air, but the blood from his wound was somehow streaming directly into the hag’s mouth. 
 
    “I’ve never,” the Dah’Khass thrashed around in a kind of frenzied, orgasmic pleasure, “I’ve never tasted anything so delicious in my life!” 
 
    Her eyes flashed, then began to fade. Hadjar, who now knew what was coming, assumed a defensive stance. He could barely move his left leg, so there was no chance of him dodging what came next. And then he got an idea. He closed his eyes and focused on the World River. In it, Hadjar’s foe looked like a disgusting lump of whitish energy, inside which the black-and-blue light of his essence was slowly fading. 
 
    “Let’s see how you like it when you’re the one getting devoured!” 
 
    Just as he’d suspected, there was a brief, white flash in the energy streams. Few would’ve reacted in time, but Hadjar, who’d waged thousands of battles, was able to do just that. 
 
    The sword disappeared from his right hand and instantly materialized in his left, which meant he didn’t need to move his right arm and assume a defensive stance. The hag’s maw closed around the Black Blade. The demon, who didn’t understand what had just happened at first, summoned her maw back and regretted her decision right away. Along with her maw, she’d summoned back a piece of the Black Blade that eagerly bit into her energy body. 
 
    “Fucking bastard!” She screamed, spitting out green blood tinged with black. 
 
    Paying no attention to her cursing, Hadjar used this opportunity to strike. With a swift kick, he smashed the nearby wall to pieces and then sent them flying at the Dah’Khass. 
 
    “That trick won’t work twice!” The monster screamed, flapping her wings furiously. 
 
    “I never use the same trick twice.” 
 
    Fog enveloped him. Pushing off with his good leg, Hadjar jumped onto one of the stones flying in her direction. 
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    [image: ]The wind that the Dah’Khass’ wings kicked up was only able to slow the stones down a little, nothing more. All of them were in range and could be influenced by Hadjar’s will. The attack would be costly, but it was his only chance. 
 
    “I’ll feed on you for ages!” The demon laughed and, after filling her lungs with air once again, screamed. 
 
    Sonic waves spread through the air, shattering the stones. Gritting his teeth and ignoring the pain in his left leg, Hadjar leapt from stone to stone in the air. He needed to get closer to use the ‘Black Wind’ Technique, the attack he’d recreated by studying the Black General’s portrait. The Dah’Khass had easily dodged all of his other attacks. The only chance he had was to take advantage of the wound the Black Blade had inflicted on her and knock her down to the ground. 
 
    Dodging another sonic wave, Hadjar leapt to the next stone, then pushed off from it and soared into the air. When he got close to his opponent, he imbued his sword with energy and the mysteries of the Sword. As he swung, he shouted: 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
 
    Darkness enveloped the Dah’Khass. There was no way she could use her wings to defend herself this time because she was wounded and flying. All she managed to do was dodge to the left and avoid a direct hit. Hadjar landed and relished her screaming as she fell to the ground. Her severed wing landed beside her. 
 
    Hadjar rolled to the side, rose to one knee, and held the Black Blade behind his back, as if sheathing it. He was about to nail her to the ground with the ‘Falling Leaf’ and then finish her off when the Dah’Khass surprised him yet again. Lying in a pool of her own blood, she threw her head back and let out a high-pitched, ear-splitting scream. The pile of bodies that she’d been leaning on when they’d first met suddenly stirred. The blue corpses, their eyes already murky with death, began to twitch like puppets on a string. Opening their mouths full of sharp fangs that had replaced their normal teeth, they began to walk, crawl, and waddle toward Hadjar. Despite their mindless nature, he saw bloodlust in their expressions. 
 
    “Not bad,” Hadjar grinned, “but not good enough. Falling Leaf!” 
 
    A black cloud appeared over the Dah’Khass as she was trying to crawl away. A dragon descended from it, its body looking like a huge sword. It pinned her to the ground. The Dah’Khass screamed. She writhed in agony, but couldn’t break free. Hadjar, who’d turned into black fog, was too fast for the claws and fangs of the undead. 
 
    Towering over his victim, Hadjar raised the Black Blade. 
 
    “I hope my sword doesn’t choke on you.” 
 
    “Damn you, you fu-” 
 
    The Dah’Khass didn’t get to finish cursing. The Black Blade pierced her skull. Hadjar gave it a mental order to devour the creature. It instantly split into a myriad of black wisps, which bit into her energy channels, causing terrible pain. The Dah’Khass was eaten alive as she struggled in agony. 
 
    A few seconds later, it was all over. The Black Blade left only a dried up mummy behind, which turned to gray dust when the wind blew past. The Dah’Khass’ servants fell with their mistress. 
 
    Sated, the Black Blade returned to Hadjar’s soul. The energy in Hadjar’s core ran out, his Call faded, and Hadjar felt his knees buckle. He would’ve fallen into a pool of green blood that was eating away at the stones, but someone caught him. A pair of strong arms picked him up and put him down far away from the green pool. 
 
    “You fought bravely, little hunter,” Steppe Fang said, taking bundles of herbs and roots out of his bag. “Bravely, but stupidly.” 
 
    The orc put the herbs in a mortar and grinded them into a multicolored, sweet paste. 
 
    He put a stick between Hadjar’s teeth and started smearing the ointment on his wound. Hadjar briefly lost consciousness from the pain. 
 
    “Was all of that… a test?” he asked the orc once he came to. 
 
    Steppe Fang flinched in surprise and his hand moved a little on Hadjar’s wound. Hadjar, howling, fell unconscious again. 
 
    Coming to, he heard distant, muffled sounds, and then blurred images appeared. 
 
    “How long have you known?” Steppe Fang asked. 
 
    “It took me a while to figure it out,” Hadjar said honestly. “But if the Dah’Khasses could really beat you so easily, you would’ve gone extinct long ago.” 
 
    Helping Hadjar sit up, Steppe Fang grinned broadly, baring his fangs. 
 
    “I had to make sure, little hunter.” 
 
    “Make sure of what?” 
 
    “That you can resist a Dah’Khass’ temptation. Few people can. It’s different with us orcs. They can’t assume our form, so we can fight them.” 
 
    Hadjar looked around. He began to understand why there was no blood on the battlefield. None had managed to resist the call. 
 
    “Can you help my friends?” Hadjar asked, looking at the trio. 
 
    “Smoke from Yellow Star Grass.” Steppe Fang showed him a bundle of shimmering, yellow herbs. “It’ll bring them back to their senses. However, Yellow Star Grass can’t help them against the stronger Dah’Khasses. They should leave if they want to live.” 
 
    Hadjar shook his head sadly. He knew they would want to stay with him. 
 
    “I wonder how strong their King is.” With a trembling hand, Hadjar took his pipe and tobacco out of his shirt. 
 
    “Stronger than you can imagine,” the orc replied while setting fire to the grass. 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine then…” 
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    [image: ]Hadjar watched the disciples of the ‘Red Mule’ school come to their senses. They were not a pretty sight, to be honest, but Steppe Fang, being a different race, paid no attention to it as he waved a bundle of smoking Yellow Grass before their nostrils. Surprisingly, it clung to their faces like a mask instead of simply being inhaled. For a moment, Hadjar saw the contorted face of the Dah’Khass in the clinging Yellow Grass. 
 
    “They should turn back,” Steppe Fang said and rose to his feet. 
 
    Alea was the first to wake up. Opening her eyes, she looked around in a daze, trying to figure out what had happened. Then she blushed, jumped to her feet, and ran over to the horses. She grabbed her saddlebag as she ran and then disappeared behind some ruins. Her sister quickly followed suit. Hadjar thought he heard them swearing. Derek, on the other hand, looked calm when he awoke. 
 
    “Is this the ‘Sweet Dreams’ House?” He asked, still delirious. 
 
    “No,” Hadjar grunted, cutting off a piece of a banner with his dagger. He wrapped the cloth around the horrible scar on his leg (the orc’s herbal salve had worked wonders). “We’re not in a brothel.” 
 
    “What makes you think that the ‘Sweet Dreams’ House is a brothel?” Derek stretched and even smacked his lips. “By the way, what are you-?” 
 
    Finally, he came to his senses. Looking around dazedly, he seemed to remember recent events. His gaze then moved to his groin. He didn’t blush, but he did wrap his cloak around himself. 
 
    “Who saw me?” He asked, his teeth chattering. 
 
    Hadjar was about to reply when the girls came out from behind the ruins. They were wearing new clothes. Judging by the smell of burning fabric filling the air and the rising column of smoke, they’d burnt their old ones. 
 
    “We. Will. Never. Talk. About. This,” Alea said, emphasizing each word. 
 
    Irma, her face red with either shame or anger, nodded furiously. Derek just opened and closed his mouth in silence. 
 
    “Guys.” Hadjar got to his feet with Steppe Fang’s help. “You’d better turn back. It’s now or never. When we enter the Dah’Khasses’ territory, it’ll be too late.” 
 
    It was only then that the trio finally noticed the aftermath of the battle that had happened between Hadjar and the demon. The echo from the collision of their energies was still lingering in the air. All three of them were certain that Hadjar could send them to their forefathers with a single swing of his sword. And yet, despite all his power, the battle clearly hadn’t been an easy one. What could they, the simple students of a borderlands school, do against an enemy that even Hadjar had struggled to defeat? 
 
    The moment these doubts formed in their minds, the trio immediately brushed them aside. If that was the mindset they were going to adopt, they might as well destroy their nodes and end their journey right here and now. There were a lot of creatures in this world that were far more powerful than them. A true cultivator grew stronger with each battle, especially when a single wrong move meant certain death. Fighting was the only way to become stronger and progress along the path of cultivation. 
 
    They’d come to the border to test their strength, and now that they had a chance to fight opponents far more formidable than the Darnassian patrols, they couldn’t simply turn back. 
 
    “Steppe Fang,” Derek said, straightening his back. “Was it a mental attack?” 
 
    “Mental attack?” The orc repeated. “The Dah’Khasses feed your inner spirit sweet food in order to enthrall you. I don’t know what humans call it-” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Hadjar said, interrupting him. “It was a mental attack.” 
 
    Derek nodded and turned to Alea, who took a small box out of her bag. There were three small earrings inside. Keeping one for herself, she gave the other two to her sister and Derek, who immediately put them on. Looking at the decorations through the World River, Hadjar whistled. A small, but very bright hieroglyph full of energy had been carved into each artifact. Bundles of energy separated from the hieroglyph and surrounded their heads. Any mental attack below the Heaven level wouldn’t be able to get through such a barrier. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” Hadjar asked in surprise. 
 
    “It was a gift from the headmaster,” Alea answered. “In case we’re ever captured, these earrings are supposed to help us protect our minds from attacks.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered the time when they’d captured the disciples of ‘The Black Gates’ sect. They must’ve had a similar artifact, as no one had been able to penetrate their consciousness. In such cases, Hadjar had simply called for the torturer. Where mind Techniques had failed, the ‘red-hot needles under the fingernails’ method had helped. Or the rack. Or the whips. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to turn back?” Hadjar insisted, although he didn’t want his debt to remain unpaid. He knew that there was no way he could help them in the demon lands. What’s more, he wasn’t sure that he himself would be able to return from there in one piece. However, like the trio, he had only one desire: to grow stronger. If he died there, that would mean that he was too weak. Death or more power — the eternal struggle of the cultivators. Once a person stepped off that path, they’d never be able to get back on it. 
 
    “Would you leave?” Irma asked. 
 
    Hadjar just stared at her. 
 
    “By the High Heavens… Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Hadjar sighed. He made himself a makeshift pair of crutches out of some spears. It was inconvenient, but helpful. “If you die out there, I’ll consider my debt paid regardless.” 
 
    Derek went over to Hadjar and squeezed his shoulder. 
 
    “You just protected us from a Dah’Khass. You’ve repaid your debt.” Derek looked excited. “We’re… friends now.” 
 
    Hadjar flinched and recoiled. 
 
    “If you knew what kind of fate usually befalls my friends, you wouldn’t be smiling,” he said grimly. 
 
    Steppe Fang yawned. 
 
    “Soft-hearted runts,” he teased. “We have a hunt ahead of us, there’s no time to shed tears.” 
 
    He mounted his wolf and rode slowly toward the mountains. He was soon followed by Hadjar, who was riding Azrea, and the trio, who were on their horses. Compared to the sheer size of the mountain rage, their little group looked like ants trying to climb up an elephant’s back. 
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    [image: ]“What’s that?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “A watchman,” Steppe Fang explained, taking the old, cracked telescope from Hadjar’s hand. It still remembered a time when Hadjar had been the Mad General. “He’s much weaker than the demon you fought.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we kill him?” Derek suggested. 
 
    The orc ignored him, so Hadjar had to answer. 
 
    “Do they teach you military science at your school?” 
 
    “Yes, every inner circle disciple has to take a military science course,” Alea said. “When we pass the exam, we earn the rank of a junior officer.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. The same system was used in Darnassus. If the inner circle disciples of a small school received the rank of junior officer, then what ranks did the elite students of a School from the capital receive? Colonel, maybe? Then again, given the strength of the Dinos and Marnil families, it was quite likely. 
 
    “Then think about it: why would such a weak watchman be standing here?” Hadjar continued patiently. 
 
    The trio mulled it over, and then they swore as they got it. 
 
    “If we kill him, the other demons will know.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “And if we try to get past him,” he added, “he’ll surely try to stop us.” 
 
    The disciples swore again. 
 
    The five of them, having left their mounts on the plateau below, were lying atop a mountain peak. They were staring into the darkness of a wide gorge that was so dark it was as if it had been flooded with lava thousands of years ago. 
 
    A thick, viscous fog hung over the gorge. The sky, which was dark and heavy, almost pressing down on them, looked like the lid of a tomb. Clouds of smoke and ash rose from the many silent volcanoes. Instead of snow or rain, large, black flakes fell on their hair and shoulders. It smelled of sulfur. There was a pressure here comparable to the power of a weak Heaven Soldier. No practitioner could survive here. If they tried to go down into the gorge, the pressure would destroy them. 
 
    “This was once a beautiful valley.” Steppe Fang sighed as he handed the telescope back to Hadjar. “Animals roamed here, and our hunters lived in peace with nature and the Spirits. Then the mountains awoke, and together with the black ash, they spewed out the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    Hadjar estimated the level of lava covering the once-flourishing valley. This calamity must’ve happened at least thirty thousand years ago. How long have the orcs been holding back the demons on their own? By the Evening Stars, they were insanely strong. 
 
    The Dah’Khasses’ watchman stood on the very edge of the gorge, under a dead tree covered in black ash that loomed over him, and the demon’s clothes fluttered in the wind. He was about twenty-five miles away. According to Steppe Fang, that was a safe distance. If they came just two miles closer, he’d sense them. Hadjar was shocked to learn about a watchman capable of detecting an intruder at a distance of twenty-three miles. Back when he’d been a General, Hadjar would’ve gladly paid all the gold the Moon Army had acquired for one such watchman. 
 
    “How many of them are there?” Hadjar asked as they descended the peak. 
 
    The pressure was weaker here, but the fog caressed their ankles, and the sky seemed like it would collapse on their heads at any moment. 
 
    “Five thousand,” Steppe Fang replied, “but they have countless servants. Anyone with blood in their veins can be turned into one of their slaves. Our scouts, the ones that were lucky enough to return from scouting, said that they saw a whole ocean of these… creatures.” 
 
    “Five thousand monsters, all of them at the Spirit Knight level or higher.” Hadjar patted Azrea, who’d been waiting for her two-legged friend at the foot of the mountain peak. “And an ocean of zombies.” 
 
    “Zombies?” Alea asked, trying to hide the nervous shaking of her hands. “What’s a zombie?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Hadjar waved his hand dismissively. 
 
    “What matters, then?” Derek was the most knowledgeable of the three, as he’d been preparing for a trip to the borderlands for years. “They’ll burn both Lascan and Darnassus to the ground if they get out of the gorge!” 
 
    “Our fangs will be waiting for them. The Dah’Khasses won’t touch the steppes as long as the heart of a single free hunter still beats.” 
 
    “With all due respect, giant.” Hadjar patted the orc’s shoulder. “Derek’s right. Once they take a dozen forts, they’ll be unstoppable. It’s like a snowball — it isn’t terrible at first, but it grows bigger the farther down the mountain it gets.” 
 
    Steppe Fang glanced at Hadjar. 
 
    “You sound like you’ve fought in the mountains before.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    The trio exchanged glances. They were starting to doubt that their new friend was a sky pirate. But he didn’t look like a Darnassian, either. The swordsman’s identity was shrouded in a fascinating mystery. It was as if he belonged to an unknown tribe that had hidden somewhere. And then Hadjar, the prodigal son, had decided to go out into the wide world in search of power and adventure. As children, they’d heard many stories about tribes that lived somewhere out there, in the endless sea of forests and valleys, on the plains and in the tall mountains, among the lakes and long rivers. These tribes were devoted to the contemplation of the infinite and cultivation for its own sake. If a person found such a tribe, they could acquire knowledge that no one could gain in the Empires. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Hadjar said. 
 
    He retrieved a bundle of firewood from his spatial ring, and with an effort of will, he started a fire. They sat around the campfire, wrapped themselves in hides and blankets, and stared into the light, looking for answers to their questions. 
 
    “Steppe Fang,” Hadjar said softly. 
 
    The orc stopped chewing a root and turned to him. 
 
    [image: ]“Tell me how we’re supposed to kill their King if he’s equal in power to a Lord, or even a Nameless.” 
 
    Steppe Fang tilted his head to the side and displayed his long fangs. By the standards of orcs, Hadjar had learned, this was a smile. 
 
    “You’re really smart, little hunter,” he said. 
 
    After making sure that they weren’t being watched, he opened his bag. There was something like a dagger inside. Looking more closely, Hadjar realized that it was an elaborately carved ancient fang radiating such powerful energy that it made his heart skip a beat. He had no doubt that even Orune could be killed with such an artifact. 
 
    “We use this wolf claw. It belonged to a friend of our first leader,” Steppe Fang explained, tying the bag closed once more. “It can kill the Dah’Khasses’ King.” 
 
    “So,” Hadjar murmured, peering at the fire, “we don’t need to fight our way through hordes of monsters and zombies. We just need to get close to their King.” 
 
    A wicked grin spread across his face, making Steppe Fang wince. If someone from the Moon Army had been there at that moment, they would’ve recognized that the Mad General had just come up with yet another suicidal and crazy plan. 
 
    “Hey, Derek, didn’t you say that the sky ships of both Empires have crashed here before?” 
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    [image: ] “No, this one won’t be able to take off,” Derek commented. “Perhaps we should just go back and rent a schooner?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Alea said dryly. “You don’t have that much money.” 
 
    “Money isn’t an issue,” Derek protested. 
 
    “Of course, I forgot! Thank the High Heavens that you’re the Baron’s son,” she grumbled. “However, I’m sure that even you don’t have a couple of thousand Imperial coins on you.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Do you want to prove me wrong?” 
 
    Derek opened his mouth, but then closed it upon seeing Alea’s stern gaze. 
 
    Azrea shoved her face into Derek’s shoulder, as if trying to support him. 
 
    “You’re a furry traitor!” Alea cried out and pulled the tigress’ tail. 
 
    With a pitiful whine, Azrea leapt away and hid behind Irma, who immediately began to stroke her soft fur. Hadjar rolled his eyes as he watched them ― never again would he go into battle with youngsters. Judging by Steppe Fang’s expression, he was thinking the same thing. 
 
    They’d had to get rid of the horses, as they, unlike the wolf and tigress, couldn’t traverse the mountain paths. So, Irma and Alea rode with Hadjar, and Derek rode with the orc as they searched for a sky vessel. 
 
    They were currently standing in front of a crashed ship. Once a glorious vessel, the yellow schooner now lay impaled on stone spikes protruding from the ground. During their search, they’d come across about a dozen such vessels, from dinghies to massive warships with three hundred cannons. A single volley from such a beast could wipe out the capital of Lidus. 
 
    It would seem like Hadjar’s plan was destined to fail, as all the ships they’d found would need serious repairs, a team of experienced sailors, and a new artifact. 
 
    I never would’ve guessed that talking to the crew of ‘Rukh’s Wings’ would help me so much! Hadjar thought. When he’d been onboard the ship, he had chatted with them about various things, from wenches to the finest ship parts. Thanks to those conversations, he’d learned a lot of useful things, like the fact that ships were kept airborne by hieroglyphs located in the compartment. If the artifact containing these hieroglyphs was damaged, the ship would crash. All the vessels they’d encountered so far, although formidable, weren’t flightworthy. 
 
    One look through the World River at the ‘two-masted beauty’ in front of them was enough for Hadjar to know that it would be able to take off. All they needed to do was fix the stern, patch up the sails, and straighten the mast. 
 
    “We need to get it off the rocks,” Hadjar said, making the trio stop arguing and turn to him. 
 
    Pulling out a piece of cloth he’d cut off from one of the banners at the ruins, Hadjar tied his long hair back. “It has a flying artifact,” he explained. “All it needs are some repairs and it’ll be good to go.” 
 
    “Some repairs?” Derek nearly squeaked in outrage. “We’d need an entire team of shipbuilders to fix it!” 
 
    Hadjar remembered the good old days when his plans weren’t discussed, but simply obeyed. The disciples of the ‘Red Mule’ school rarely acted like disciplined professionals. More often than not, they behaved like hotheaded youngsters. 
 
    “If you don’t agree with me, you can either go back, or you can try to go through the Dah’Khasses to get to their King.” 
 
    The trio exchanged glances and shook their heads, not liking either of those options. The more they traveled, the more Hadjar understood how an entire Legion, probably led by a Nameless, had managed to disappear in this gorge. In a battle, both sides suffered losses and grew weaker. The winners were usually those who beat not just their enemy, but their exhaustion as well. But against the Dah’Khasses… Every loss you suffered just made the demons stronger, so fighting against them directly was like spitting against the wind. Spitting your own blood out, at that. 
 
    “How do we even get it out of there?” Derek asked. “Even you, Hadjar, would need at least a week to remove all these rocks.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he responded evasively, more concerned at the fact that there was maybe seven yards between the schooner’s keel and the ground. The artifact wouldn’t survive such a fall. And even if it did, repairing it would be a nightmare. 
 
    “Can you lift the ship up with your willpower?” He asked the trio. 
 
    “With our willpower? A military schooner? You’re crazy, Hadjar!” Irma cried. “Only a Lord could-” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Steppe Fang interrupted her. 
 
    The orc moved forward, flexing his shoulders and neck. Standing directly under the ship’s keel, he bared his fangs and tensed his muscles. A blanket of energy enveloped his body, forming armor that looked like the skin of a huge wolf. 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    Hadjar also stepped forward. 
 
    The disciples shook their heads. Perhaps they’d been wrong, and the Dah’Khass’ mental attack had actually hit Hadjar and Steppe Fang, making them lose their marbles. 
 
    Approaching the rocks, Hadjar looked at the stone spikes the schooner was impaled on. There were five of them, each about thirty feet wide and forty-five feet long. If they’d been ordinary rocks, breaking them would’ve been an easy task. However, the volcanic atmosphere had hardened the spikes. As a little experiment, Hadjar had tried to split one of them in half with a stream of the Sword’s mysteries, but he’d barely managed to leave so much as a scratch on it. 
 
    “It’s time to see how strong you’ve become,” Hadjar whispered and mentally reached for his inner dragon that immediately awoke and eagerly merged with his tattoo. The Call enveloped Hadjar and the Black Blade appeared in his hands. The trio could’ve sworn that there had been no blue hieroglyphs near the blade’s guard before. 
 
    Holding the sword, Hadjar could barely contain a smile. Before, he’d had to imbue the Black Blade with his own energy, but now, like an Imperial artifact, it had developed its own ‘energy core’. It wasn’t as strong as a human’s core, of course, but it was still enough for it to radiate its own power. 
 
    “Are you ready, my friend?” 
 
    Hadjar sensed that the blade was ready to fight. 
 
    “Then let’s begin... ‘Black Wind’!” 
 
    The fierce gust of energy that the blade released made the students of the ‘Red Mule’ school recoil. They knew that the attack wasn’t aimed at them, but they nonetheless felt the wings of death brush against them as it passed by. The blow created a wall of darkness as sharp as the cutting edge of a well-kept blade. It came down on the rocks, slicing through them without any difficulty. Fifty feet long, no wider than a hair, it cut through the air, dragging the darkness along with it. Everyone was sure that if such an attack had hit Mrax, he would’ve died. Not even Imperial level armor would’ve helped him survive. 
 
    The schooner, free of its stone prison, plunged toward the ground, but before it could slam into it, Steppe Fang caught it. Muscles groaning and bulging, he held it across his shoulders. 
 
    He roared with the strain, carefully lowering the ship down on the ground. 
 
    The trio just stared at the two of them. 
 
    “Holy shit," Derek swore. “My mother’s tales were true.” 
 
    The girls only nodded in agreement. Hadjar and Steppe Fang’s power was beyond their comprehension. 
 
    “And now we’re going to repair it.” Satisfied, Hadjar dismissed the Black Blade. “We’ll be up in the air before you know it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 579 
 
      
 
    [image: ]Sitting on the broken mast, Hadjar hammered on the heads of the wooden nails, driving them into the boards. Each of the holes needed to be carefully patched and tarred, so the whole squad was working hard to do just that. Their lives would depend on how well the ship had been fixed, so being sloppy wasn’t an option. Irma and Alea, accompanied by Azrea, searched for trees that would be a suitable replacement, but vegetation was extremely rare around here. They’d managed to find seven logs, which Derek had then sawn into boards. 
 
    That’s when Hadjar finally got to see Derek’s Techniques. His daggers turned into long feathers made of water, which left a glittering rainbow and an arc of sparkling drops behind in the air with each move they made. Hadjar felt Weapon mysteries at the One with the World level in them. Reaching that level of weapon mastery was difficult, but Derek seemed to have managed. 
 
    They then checked the boards’ sturdiness and integrity, as the slightest crack would cause air to leak into the ship. The sailors had told Hadjar that such a leak could lead to a lot of trouble, and he figured it would be even worse if it happened in the sky above the demon lands. 
 
    Hadjar looked up. In the sky, which was still ominously dark, he could see many vortexes. It was clear why so many ships had crashed here. It was like trying to swim between reefs that were also surrounded by numerous whirlpools. 
 
    “Damn it all, Einen,” Hadjar hissed, hammering another nail. “Where are you now when I need you the most?” 
 
    The islander, who’d spent his childhood on a ship, would certainly have been a great help right now. 
 
    “Hadjar, catch!” A shout came from below. 
 
    Derek tossed him a board. It was deceptively small, but weighed at least two hundred pounds. Hadjar caught it, flipped it over in the air, put it on his shoulder, and then shoved it into its slot. Grabbing a nail, he hammered it into place. The problem with wooden nails was that they had to be made wider than the holes they were going in, but not too big, so that they wouldn’t swell and break the boards. If his neural network had been active, Hadjar was sure this process would’ve been ten times quicker and easier. But since it wasn’t, he had to do everything himself. 
 
    As a result, repairing just one hole took almost two hours. Steppe Fang covered small cracks and gaps with tar. Without the squad’s help, Hadjar would’ve probably spent at least three days fixing the damned thing. While they worked on the ship, the girls made weapons and gear. Fortunately, in addition to a repair kit, there were also fabrics and ropes in the hold. 
 
    After hammering the last nail in, Hadjar looked at the exhausted Derek who was struggling to catch his breath. His hands were shaking, and large drops of sweat could be seen glistening on his pale face. 
 
    Hadjar tapped the stern and shouted: 
 
    “Let’s take a break!” 
 
    A muffled echo answered him: 
 
    “Oka-a-y-y.” 
 
    Hadjar untied the knot in the slings, grabbed the ropes, and carefully climbed down. He approached Derek. Putting his hand on the young man’s shoulder, Hadjar almost got a feather right in the eye. Dodging, he grunted in respect as the dagger left a scratch on his cheek. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” Derek sighed and turned back to the log. He started swinging again, but Hadjar grabbed him by the wrist and took the dagger from him with a deft movement. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You’re exhausted.” Hadjar smiled, twirling the dagger between his fingers. He then returned it to its scabbard. “Let’s rest for a bit.” 
 
    Derek was about to protest, but seeing his trembling hands made him reconsider. Nodding, he followed Hadjar to one of the logs that still needed to be sawed into boards. Hadjar touched the log and chuckled, hoping that Derek would learn something useful from all of this. Even cutting logs could be considered a workout. 
 
    Hadjar retrieved a waterskin from his ring and handed it to Derek, who accepted it with a grateful smile. He unscrewed the lid and drank greedily, feeling the water cooling his body down and soothing his aching muscles. Hadjar didn’t really need the water, but having some on hand had turned into a habit. He wasn’t a Lord who could live for thousands of years without food or drink just yet. 
 
    “Phew.” Derek handed back the waterskin. “Tha-” 
 
    From the east, just over the gorge, came a thunderclap. A scarlet lightning bolt lit up the sky. Like a monster, it opened its maw and devoured a piece of darkness before disappearing into it. The sight made Derek flinch and almost drop the waterskin. Hadjar remained silent. He didn’t like when someone poked their nose into his business, so he tried to avoid doing the same. 
 
    “I don’t like lightning.” Derek searched for his blanket, but failed to find it. The girls must’ve taken it ― it was too cold in the schooner. “My mother was killed by the Darnassians during a storm.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Derek. There was no sadness in his voice, just anger. Hadjar had seen a lot of children whose parents had been killed. He saw such a child every time he looked in a mirror. 
 
     As far as he could tell, it had happened a long time ago, and Derek didn’t really remember it. 
 
    “How did it happen?” Hadjar took out his pipe, filled it with tobacco, and lit it. 
 
    Derek looked up at the black sky. His gaze was empty, focused on something inside himself. 
 
    “I barely remember it,” he almost whispered. “I was three years old. My parents took me with them to one of the forts on the border of the Barony. We were intercepted by Darnassian scouts on our way there.” 
 
    Hadjar exhaled a cloud of smoke. He knew the rest; Derek didn’t need to continue his story. It was easy enough to imagine what the scouts had done. The most sensible thing would’ve been to take the child hostage and blackmail the Baron, forcing him to follow their instructions. Well, that’s what he, as the Mad General, would’ve done. Such a thing could hardly be considered honorable, but... In war, one has to sacrifice honor to save the lives of their people. There are always difficult decisions that have to be made, but even then… 
 
    “There was a battle,” Derek continued. “My father fought with dignity, but he was never a good fighter... In the end, my mother was captured. And she, to avoid being used as leverage for blackmail, cut… cut…” Derek swallowed and wiped something from his eyes. “Cut her own throat,” he said in a firmer voice. “Right in front of my father, who was holding me in his arms. I sometimes dream about it.” 
 
    Hadjar finally understood why Derek rarely mentioned his father. He blamed him for not protecting them. 
 
    Hadjar sighed and offered the pipe to Derek, but he refused. Probably for the best. Everyone had their own poison they used to numb the pain. What helped one person could possibly hurt another. 
 
    “My parents were also killed because of the Darnassians,” Hadjar said, surprising both himself and Derek. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Hadjar said wearily. “I just wanted to say that hate isn’t the way to go. Trust me, I would know…” 
 
    “Did you get your revenge?” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “What did you feel?” 
 
    The memory of the wounded Primus falling from the balcony of the Royal Palace flashed before Hadjar’s eyes. 
 
    Elaine… 
 
    “Nothing,” Hadjar answered honestly. “We all hope that revenge will bring those that have been taken from us back, but that’s not what happens.” 
 
    They were silent for a moment. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll understand what you mean one day.” Derek rose, drew his daggers, and started toward the log, gaze full of determination and steel. 
 
    At that moment, Hadjar realized that if both of them survived this adventure, they’d one day face each other as enemies. And he also knew that neither of them would hesitate when that day came. 
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    [image: ] “Why didn’t you tell him?” 
 
    Hadjar twitched and almost fell off the mast. It was a good thing he hadn’t choked on the nails he was holding between his teeth. There was only one hole left to be repaired. He’d also instinctively summoned the Black Blade and prepared to strike. 
 
    “Damn it, giant!” Hadjar cursed, dispelling the Black Blade. 
 
    Steppe Fang stood on the upper deck. He was a little grimy, with an empty bucket and brush in his hands, and he smelled like tar and burning wood. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him?” The orc repeated. 
 
    “Tell him what?” 
 
    “That you’re from Dar-” 
 
    Hadjar hit the nail rather loudly, driving it into the wood and drowning out the orc’s words. 
 
    “Damn it,” Hadjar whispered. “How did you find out?” 
 
    Steppe Fang bared his fangs, taking Hadjar, who still hadn’t gotten used to seeing him smile, by surprise. Had the orc not had human eyes, Hadjar might’ve started to think of him and his kind as animals. 
 
    “My tribe lives on the borderlands,” he said. “I’ve seen humans from both Empires. I’ve fought them and I’ve… hunted them.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “All prey has its own smell, little hunter. You don’t smell like prey from Lascan.” 
 
    “You know, giant, maybe that’s why the orcs don’t get along with humans. We don’t like being called prey, you see.” 
 
    “I already know that humans don’t like calling a spade a spade.” Steppe Fang bared his fangs again. 
 
    Is he joking? By the High Heavens, a sarcastic orc? I can understand them about as well as I can understand women. Maybe women are orcs? 
 
    Hadjar looked at the chattering sisters. No one else in the squad could do the delicate job of repairing the sails. They were adorned with a pattern woven out of the finest threads of power, despite being plain canvas sails otherwise. Not everyone could repair them, but Alea could. She, like any healer, was skilled in handling delicate things. Irma, although less skilled than her sister, was still far more qualified than any of them to help Alea. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Hadjar hammered in another nail and was about to start working on the next board when Steppe Fang stepped on it. Leaning over the side, he held out his huge hand to Hadjar. 
 
    “Come with me, little hunter. We’re going to train.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at him. There was no smile in his eyes anymore, and his lip now hid both of his fangs. He was being dead serious. Accepting the proffered hand, Hadjar climbed onto the deck. 
 
    They moved behind the collapsed foremast, which hid them from view. They were going to fix it last, as they’d need all five of them to do it properly. 
 
    As before, Steppe Fang sat down and crossed his legs. 
 
    “Your Spirit is weak,” he began. 
 
    Hadjar sat there for a while, silently waiting for the orc to get to the point, but Steppe Fang remained silent. 
 
    “I know,” Hadjar finally said. 
 
    When the orc shaman had thrown a lock of his hair into the fire, the flame had formed the silhouette of the Quetzal bird ― a simple animal Spirit. In the hierarchy of Spirit Knight Spirits, these were the lowest level Spirits, able to only slightly enhance their wielder’s abilities. 
 
    “No.” Steppe Fang took a root out of his bag. “You don’t.” 
 
    He scraped the dirt and rind off the root with his nail. As soon as the scent of the plant began to dance in the air, Hadjar realized that the orc was holding the root of a thousand-year-old fern. During their festival, the orcs had used its leaves, which weren’t as valuable as the root. Hadjar needed far more than one root to advance along the ‘Path through the Clouds’ meditation Technique. A glimmer of greed flickered in and then faded from Hadjar’s eyes. 
 
    “There are no weak or strong Spirits,” Steppe Fang continued. “There are only those that we accept, and those that we do not.” 
 
    The orc was suddenly enveloped in a nimbus of bright, gray energy, and then the silhouette of a wolf cub formed behind him. Chasing a speck of dust, it plopped down on the floor, and disappeared into the haze of energy a second later. According to the human path of cultivation, this meant that Steppe Fang’s power was equivalent to a Spirit Knight’s. 
 
    “Do you remember my story about the Spirits, little hunter?” The orc continued to skillfully peel the root. 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “Good.” Once he was finished peeling the root, Steppe Fang placed it between him and Hadjar on the deck. “If you weren’t ready for the next step of training, you would’ve forgotten it.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand how that was possible, but he didn’t argue. Perhaps those words had a slightly different meaning to the orc, one that only his kind could truly comprehend. 
 
    “I still don’t get it, giant,” Hadjar said and shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t accept your Spirit, little hunter.” Steppe Fang lifted his gaze and stared at him. “You don’t feel it. You don’t see it. You don’t hear it. You don’t understand its essence anymore. Therefore, you don’t understand yourself.” 
 
    Hadjar frowned. He was pretty sure he’d lost the thread of this conversation. 
 
    “You humans consider Spirits something alien. Our ancestors knew that Spirits don’t exist apart from us, but are inside all of us. Spirits are life itself. They’re the ones that make the trees grow. They’re the ones that allow the water to make its way to the sky. They’re the ones that allow a baby to cry when it enters this world. They’re the ones that help a little cub survive in this frighteningly enormous world. Such a power can’t be separated from us. Without it, we can’t even be born.” 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t grasp what Steppe Fang was trying to say. 
 
    “You speak like a philosopher.” 
 
    “That may be so, little hunter,” Steppe Fang answered, lifting his upper lip slightly in approval. “You’ve been in the dark for too long, and it’s time for you to come out into the light. The path will be difficult. Are you ready to walk it?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the orc. If it made him even a little stronger, he’d walk it no matter how difficult and dangerous it was. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then let’s begin.” Steppe Fang handed him the herb. “This is the root of a fern gathered under a ten-thousand-year-old moon.” 
 
    Hadjar choked on air. Ten thousand years! A new battleship with five masts, fully stocked holds, and an expert crew cost less than this root! 
 
    “How did you get this?” Hadjar was so shocked he barely managed to speak. 
 
    “You’re one of us now.” The orc touched the feather in Hadjar’s hair. “So I’ll tell you the secret without fear ― the power of the orcs is in the ground. In life itself. We give our lives not to fire, as humans do, but to the earth. The earth responds in kind. This fern, like many others, grew on the grave of our great leader. One day, Bear’s Rage will also become food for the plants. From the ground we’re born, and to the ground we shall return,” he said and looked at the fern in Hadjar’s hands. “Now eat it.” 
 
    “What?” 
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    [image: ]  
 
    Hadjar recoiled slightly. Without proper processing, such powerful alchemical ingredients were deadly. They had to be gradually drained of energy first, like he’d done with the Primordial Water and Dream Grass. And they most definitely could not be ingested. The burst of energy that would follow would burn through the energy body of even an advanced-stage Spirit Knight. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, little hunter. The Spirit of our great leader lives in this root. It’ll guide you through the Spirit World.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed, calming his racing heart. And although he had no idea what would happen, he still accepted the root. 
 
    “Keep in mind that the Spirit World is a dangerous place. Especially for someone who has a piece of the Black Spirit inside them.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for words,” Steppe Fang replied sternly. “Listen carefully. This root will help your mind travel to the Spirit World. Your body will remain here, but if your energy body is harmed in that dimension, the damage will be reflected on your physical one.” 
 
    “Great,” Hadjar muttered. 
 
    “You have until sunset,” the orc continued. “Even Bear’s Rage wouldn’t survive a night there.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned how great this is?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the root in his hand. He had no idea if he could use it for his meditation Technique if he swallowed it instead of drawing the energy out of it. However, the chance to follow his ancestors’ path was too precious to pass up. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    Hadjar swallowed the root and winced. It felt as if he’d swallowed a lump of hot iron. Then it was like he’d just ingested huge, searing globs of plasma. And once they were inside his body, they began to explode. The amount of heat that was released during the explosions incinerated him. It turned every cell, every atom of his flesh to ash. It burned his energy, burned his thoughts, his memories, feelings, and even consciousness, leaving only an ocean of pain behind. The distant shores of his agony promised him the sweet release of death. 
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
    Red fingers topped with yellow claws reached out for Hadjar and grabbed his hand, yanking him out of the agony and into the cool darkness of calm. 
 
    Gradually, his mind was restored, and the ashes of the terrible pain were washed away. Once he was able to look around, he couldn’t help but gasp in admiration. He stood in the middle of an ocean of stars. His feet, ankle-deep in clear water, seemed to be suspended in the cosmos itself. He stood in its very center, surrounded by the bright and colorful light of infinite stars. Back on Earth, their light had seemed detached and haughty, but here ― it was loving and even familiar, like a breeze during a dry summer. It didn’t take away life, but nourished it instead. 
 
    “Is this the Spirit World?” Hadjar asked the void. 
 
    “Only a gateway to it,” a voice replied. 
 
    Hadjar turned around. He couldn’t see the great orc leader who’d saved him from the ocean of pain. Only a vague, shrouded figure. 
 
    “Come on, little hunter,” the figure floated by, “we don’t have much time. If you don’t find your Spirit soon, your ancestors’ path will remain out of your reach forever.” 
 
    “Who comes up with these rules?” Hadjar grumbled and hurried after the figure. 
 
    He ran through the stars. He couldn’t help but admire their celestial beauty. Never before had he seen something as delightful and majestic as this. 
 
    Hadjar wished he could capture every piece of this magnificent reality in his memory. He didn’t doubt for a second that it was all real, either. 
 
    “We’ll reach the Guardian soon. Be respectful.” 
 
    “The Guardian?” 
 
    Up ahead, in the ocean of twinkling lights, the river of stardust crossed a plateau suspended in space, and upon that plateau stood a majestic white lion with red eyes. The huge beast was calmly observing something inside the universe. Its fur, adorned by myriads of stars, fluttered in the wind of time itself. 
 
    “Is that the Guardian?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “No,” the figure’s voice thundered. “It’s a loyal friend of mine.” 
 
    Hadjar saw something, or someone, standing between the white lion’s forelegs. He doubted that it was a human, although it had assumed the form of a woman with long, brown hair. She stood with her back to Hadjar and the shadow of the great orc leader. An azure crescent adorned her shoulders, and her emerald robes, like the lion’s mane, fluttered in the wind, but in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Greetings, honorable Guardian.” A red hand appeared from beneath the shroud obscuring the great orc, making the traditional orc gesture: first it touched his chest, then his forehead, and then sent something to the sky. 
 
    “This is the end of your path, Shadow. You’ll wait for your companion where you first met him.” 
 
    The surrounding stars flashed with a bright light and a wild gust of wind threw the Shadow back in the direction he’d come from, leaving the Guardian and Hadjar alone. 
 
    “You’re-” he said, realizing something terrifying. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “But don’t call me a ‘goddess’, North Wind. In the Spirit World, they don’t care for those who’ve gone astray.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered Steppe Fang’s stories about gods, demons, and Spirits. The creature before him was on the same level of power as the gods that he was so eager to find and confront. He was scared because he couldn’t sense the limits of its power. It was as if he was staring into infinity, into a void that could erase his presence from time and space itself if it so pleased. 
 
    [image: ]“Why have you come here, North Wind? It’s too early for the Mountain of Skulls to fall. The potter’s time hasn’t come yet. The fire is still in the coals. The bugle hasn’t sounded. The ancient walls haven’t collapsed. The chains haven’t been broken. The Last King hasn’t awakened. So why have you come?” 
 
    Hadjar failed to grasp the meaning behind the woman’s words, but he understood her question. Knowing that lying would only bring him misfortune, he decided to be honest. 
 
    “For power, Guardian. I’ve come for power.” 
 
    “Why do you need power, North Wind?” 
 
    “To alter my destiny.” 
 
    The Guardian smiled a little sadly. 
 
    “Even I can’t do that, Darkhan. No one can. Everything and everyone around us are chained to their fate and, whatever they do, they’ll always reach the end that was intended for them.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that,” Hadjar growled. “If what you say is true, I’ll find the one who writes our fates and make them rewrite mine!” 
 
    The Guardian smiled sadly again. 
 
    “I’m afraid that they, whoever they are, are also trapped by the shackles that imprison each of us.” 
 
    “Then I’ll destroy them!” 
 
    There was silence for a while. Then the Guardian raised her hand. A miniature star flashed on it. Its rays drew a circle that turned into a tree. 
 
    “Come in, North Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar wanted to ask her something, but he suddenly realized that the circle was drawing him in. Before he fell into it, he heard: 
 
    “Maybe you’ll change my fate as well, little hunter.” 
 
    And so he found himself in the Spirit World.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 582 
 
      
 
    [image: ]Hadjar stood up and looked around. The mesmerizing view took his breath away. Never before had he seen grass that was so smooth and bright. It looked like someone had carefully painted every blade of it in a rich green color. The wind that pushed the bizarrely shaped white clouds across the sky wasn’t cold, but refreshing. The azure sky was forever frozen in a single moment — an hour after dawn, when the scarlet-gold blush had already disappeared from the waking sky, but the infinite blue hadn’t come into its full power yet. 
 
    It took a moment for Hadjar to realize that he, too, looked different: his hair now came down to just below his shoulder blades, and he was dressed in black robes and a long cloak. 
 
    “Big man! Big man!” Someone laughed. 
 
    Looking around, but finding no one nearby, Hadjar was about to move on when he heard something again. The sound was akin to the tinkling of bells. Strange melodies filled the meadow. 
 
    “Don’t crush us, big man!” Someone laughed from somewhere in the middle of the vast meadow. 
 
    Hadjar, keeping his foot in the air, looked closely. As if by magic, flowers shot out of the ground and opened, turning their buds toward the sky. Among their petals, stretching and yawning, lay little creatures, none of them larger than a fingernail. Each of them was the same color as the flower it had woken up in. 
 
    “Hi, big man!” 
 
    A red flower appeared right under Hadjar’s foot. The creature sitting in its petals smiled up at him with its wide, sharp-toothed mouth, and stared at him with its huge, black eyes. Hadjar put his foot down next to the flower and squatted down. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    The creature frowned, as if considering his request, then nodded uncertainly. 
 
    “But the question has to be small!” 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar asked in surprise. 
 
    The creature fluttered its long lashes and burst out laughing. 
 
    “What a stupid big man you are!” It clutched its stomach and almost fell off the petal. Hadjar pushed the creature back inside the flower with the tip of his index finger. “Thank you, big man.” It smiled. “The question should be small because I’m small. If you ask me any big questions, their weight will crush me.” 
 
    The creature crossed its arms and frowned. 
 
    “I don’t want to be crushed!” It stamped its foot. “We’re crushed even without your stupid questions and-” 
 
    “Where should I go?” Hadjar interrupted it. 
 
    The flower and the creature swayed slightly. Had Hadjar asked something else, the creature would’ve probably been crushed by the weight of his question. 
 
    “It’s big,” the creature rasped. “They’ll call you, big man. They call everyone-” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No more questions!” The creature wagged its finger threateningly at Hadjar. “I’m a flower, not a turtle! They are old and wise and know how to answer questions.” 
 
    “Turtles…” Hadjar repeated, trying to figure out whether that was an allegory or whether he really should look for a turtle in this strange world. 
 
    The creature suddenly stretched and curled up inside its bud. 
 
    “Now leave me alone, big man. I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    As suddenly as they had appeared, the flowers began to disappear. They folded their buds and sank into the ground. Hadjar straightened up and looked at the sky. The early morning had made way for the afternoon, as if he hadn’t been talking to the flower for a few seconds, but for hours. 
 
    “But where should I go-” 
 
    “Darkhan…” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered upon hearing the wind whisper his name. Turning toward the call, he tried to take a step, but couldn’t. Huge trees suddenly sprouted from the ground and rose up to touch the sky. Their roots tore up the earth, creating deep ravines, wide valleys, and riverbeds, into which the endless streams of dew fell, cascading down from the leaves and creating rivers, lakes, and springs. He could hear birds flapping their wings, wolves howling, and bears roaring. In just a few moments, a forest formed around Hadjar. The green canopy closed over his head. The light that came through turned into golden pillars that pierced the ground. 
 
    Hadjar stood in the middle of a wide ravine. There was some kind of shrubbery in front of him. He also saw grass, small trees, and colorful plants that Hadjar didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Hello, Hadjar.” 
 
    With another shudder, Hadjar looked around. The ground beneath him began to move. It churned and swelled, rising into a huge hill. 
 
    The shrubbery served as a kind of shell for the creature, which was the size of a house. Its feet were the roots of the giant trees and its skin was clay dried in the wind. Its eyes were smoldering embers after a forest fire. A head on a long, wrinkled neck peeked out from beneath its shell. Two pairs of eyes stared at him. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Hadjar yelped. 
 
    “Everything. And nothing.” The creature’s voice sounded like the rustle of the trees and the babbling of a brook. “We sleep, but sometimes we wake up. When someone comes to us. No one sleeps in this world. Even at night.” 
 
    Once again, Hadjar thanked the Tree of Life. Meeting it had definitely hardened his mind enough to let him survive this insanity. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Ask your questions carefully, North Wind,” the turtle said. “I’ll only answer three of them. You’ve already asked one.” 
 
    “This is just like my mother’s fairy tales.” Hadjar sighed. 
 
    He pondered everything for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “What do I see before me?” 
 
    The turtle smiled. 
 
    “What you want to see,” it replied. “What you want to find. What you’re afraid to see. Something you don’t want to find. Everything you fear and dream about.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed again, aware that it had been stupid of him to expect a simple and clear answer. Still, Hadjar suspected that the turtle had chosen words that were familiar to him as there was a vast gap in time and worldviews between them that prevented them from communicating properly. The turtle attempting to explain something to him was the equivalent of Hadjar trying to explain the mysteries of the Sword’s Heart to a baby. 
 
    “How do I get where I need to be?” 
 
    The clay creaked. The leaves rustled. The eyes flashed. The turtle nodded approvingly. 
 
    “Go to the end, Hadjar. That’s all I can tell you. You aren’t one of mine. You don’t belong to the earth, but to the heavens. You need to meet its Lord…” 
 
    Like the flowers before it, the turtle, along with the forest, sank back into the ground, leaving Hadjar standing in the middle of the green meadow once again. 
 
    Hadjar only knew one such Lord… 
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    As soon as Hadjar thought about meeting the Lord of the Heavens, the sky suddenly changed and the world was plunged into twilight. The ground beneath him moved again. It rose up until it turned into a high mountain around which, like mushrooms after a rain, tall firs sprouted. 
 
    Unlike before, he wasn’t in the center of the metamorphosis, but somewhere on its outer edge, a few miles away from the mountain that had appeared in the middle of the meadow. 
 
    Hadjar became worried when he saw that night was approaching. According to Steppe Fang, not everyone could survive a night in this world. 
 
    A vortex of blue-white wind gathered on the mountain’s peak. It gradually grew larger, until two huge fangs tore through it. They belonged to a titanic dragon that wouldn’t be able to fit in the capital of Darnassus if it tried to descend upon it. Next to this monster, the trees looked like needles, and the mountain like a low hill. 
 
    “A human?” the dragon’s whisper shook the skies. “That’s odd… I felt the call of the Dark Storm tribe.” 
 
    “I greet you, honorable one,” Hadjar saluted in the manner that Traves had taught him. May his rebirth be auspicious. “My distant ancestor, whose heart beats in my chest, was from the Dark Storm tribe.” 
 
    The dragon folded its wings and wrapped its tail around the mountain, lying down on it. It folded its paws and rested its mighty head on them. If it breathed fire, it could easily burn down a whole Kingdom in one exhalation. 
 
    “I see.” The dragon opened its eyes, inside which bright constellations gleamed. “Well, this isn’t the first time that has happened to one of my tribe.” 
 
    The meaning of its words dawned on Hadjar. 
 
    “You aren’t mistaken, human. I was the first to fly through the clouds and rule the sky. But that was a long, long time ago...” 
 
    Getting to meet the first dragon was something truly amazing, Hadjar thought. 
 
    “So-” 
 
    “I won’t answer your questions, human. You didn’t come here by your own strength, and so, you’re only a shadow. You didn’t come to see me. So go farther.” 
 
    Hadjar tried to move, but his feet seemed to have taken root. 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “To go farther, you must first answer my riddle,” the dragon rumbled. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Hadjar looked up at the sky. Night was approaching. He was running out of time. 
 
    Not so long ago, he recalled, he’d had to solve three riddles to open the passage to the Library of Mage City. Sure, he’d had help back then, but… He figured he could deal with just one on his own. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “If you killed the last person in this world, what would you commit?” 
 
    Hadjar opened his mouth to say ‘murder’, but he closed it just in time. The answer couldn’t be that simple. If there were two people left in the world ― him and his enemy — and he killed them, he still wouldn’t have killed the last person in the world. He would just become that last person. And if he killed himself, he would be committing… 
 
    “Suicide.” 
 
    The dragon’s wings opened and it rose to its feet. 
 
    “Don’t forget that, North Wind.” 
 
    The world began to sink into the darkness of night and Hadjar felt something come to life. Something that wanted his soul. 
 
    “I’ll buy you some time, my kin.” The dragon sniffed the air and exhaled. Bright moonlight spiraled around the mountain, burning the darkness and driving it away until everything was bathed in silver. “Go. Three warriors are waiting for you. They’ll decide whether you’re worthy.” 
 
    The dragon folded its wings again and disappeared in a swirl of blue wind, which surprised Hadjar, who’d expected the Lord of the Heavens to sink back into the ground like everything else had. 
 
    A bright star fell from the black velvet. It turned into a laughing little man and crashed into the mountain. Blue flames followed the explosion, washing away the forest, rivers, streams, and fields. Yellow smoke billowed into the sky, blocking out the stars and moonlight, giving the darkness a chance to crawl out of its hiding place and start clawing its way toward Hadjar’s soul once more. 
 
    However, a moment later, it took a few steps back, letting out a pitiful grunt. A red deer rose from the flames that spread across the green meadow. Its hooves were blue fire, and its branching horns looked like sharpened spears. 
 
    Near the deer, a huge monster emerged from the veil of dust, ash, and sulfur. If it had wings, it would’ve looked like a dragon. 
 
    Then a man appeared out of a lightning bolt that merged with the raging blue fire. His long, white hair, shining with energy, merged with the clouds. A tunic made of gold lightning covered his torso. Below his waist, it merged with the fire covering his legs. 
 
    “We greet you,” three voices thundered in unison. 
 
    Hadjar presumed that they were a metaphor for something, but he didn’t know what. Perhaps one day, when he could come back on his own, he would figure it out. Or maybe the warriors would feel the fragment of the Enemy’s soul inside him and end his life then and there. 
 
    Not knowing how to salute them, Hadjar just bowed. 
 
    “Did you…” 
 
    “…come…” 
 
    “...seeking power?” 
 
    The way they spoke made Hadjar feel uneasy. It felt like they were being controlled by a single consciousness. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “I need more power.” 
 
    “Then…” 
 
    “…pass…” 
 
    “…our test.” 
 
    Before Hadjar could ask what that test was, he heard a child laughing behind him. Turning around, he saw a house in the middle of a wheat field. A beautiful young woman sat on the porch. A little girl with blue eyes and golden hair was braiding her mother’s hair. Hadjar recognized them. 
 
    “You’re back,” a voice sounded above him. 
 
    Just like when he’d been a child, Hadjar tilted his head back until his neck cracked to see his father’s face. His father smiled warmly at him. He’d always smiled like that when looking at Hadjar frolicking about the place. 
 
    The little Hadjar, grimy but happy, stood in the middle of the field with a wounded hare in his hands. He’d saved it from a young fox that had left a few deep scratches on his hands and broken his wooden sword. There was no honor in hunting the wounded. His father had taught him that. 
 
    “Hi, dad,” the little Hadjar, holding the rabbit with his right hand, put his left arm around his father’s leg. He couldn’t reach any higher. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
     Hugging the boy, the man started walking to the house. There, his wife sewed, sitting in an armchair, and his daughter waved her hand at them in greeting. 
 
    Suddenly, the boy turned and looked into Hadjar’s eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to come with us?” He asked. 
 
    The man turned as well. He, like his son, looked into Hadjar’s eyes, but remained silent. There, standing on the threshold of the house of his forefathers, his family was waiting for him. It had been so long… By the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, Hadjar wanted to take a step forward more than anything. But he couldn’t. 
 
    “Not yet,” he barely managed to say. 
 
    The boy smiled and the field and the house began to disappear. Just for a moment, he felt like he could hear his father’s kind voice telling him to take his time. 
 
    Swallowing a lump in his throat, Hadjar was left standing in the middle of the green meadow yet again. Neither the mountain nor the three warriors were there. All he could hear were their thundering voices: 
 
    “Warrior…” 
 
    “...the Tree of Souls…” 
 
    “...is waiting for you.” 
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    [image: ]Hadjar, now alone with his fleeting memories and the upcoming night, clutched at his chest ― at his dragon heart. 
 
    “It hurts,” he croaked. “It hurts!” 
 
    “Hearts always hurt the most.” 
 
    He turned around. 
 
    A fountain of light suddenly flared up in the middle of the meadow. When it dissolved, millions of stone islands adorned with emerald grass formed beneath the starlight. They emanated a steady light that merged with the glow of the blue crystals that supported them. 
 
    On one of the three largest islands, to his left, was a tree with scarlet leaves. A girl made of light sat at the foot of the tree. A star shone in her chest. On the right island, a cluster of lights in the shape of a deer grazed the emerald grass. A star also shone in its chest. On the center one, shining with the light of precious stones and connecting the crystals of the many stone islands with its roots, a tree bloomed. 
 
    “I greet you, wanderer.” 
 
    At first, Hadjar thought that it was the girl who had greeted him, but she was silently playing with the birds that were swooping down from the black velvet of the starry sky. He turned to the deer, but it, too, was silent, too busy grazing. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “We’ve met before,” the glow of the night spoke. “Long ago, in a cave. We met at the crossroads of life and time.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the girl again. The tree she was sitting under seemed familiar. 
 
    “Are you the Tree of Life?” 
 
    “The Tree of Souls,” it corrected him. “In this world, I am the Tree of Souls.” 
 
    “You speak more clearly here.” Hadjar smirked. 
 
    The stars twinkled as if the tree was laughing. 
 
    “I’m not speaking more clearly, you just understand more now. This world affects you as much as you affect it.” 
 
    “Do I really affect the Spirit world?" 
 
    Another twinkle. 
 
    “Look around, wanderer,” the Tree whispered. 
 
    Hadjar did. Behind him, there was a vast meadow with a hill. Atop the hill was a stone. The stone on which his Master had once sat. 
 
    “It’s-” 
 
    “The world of your soul,” the Tree of Souls confirmed. “The Spirit World is inside your soul, not the other way around.” 
 
    Hadjar wanted to ask the Tree to explain that a bit more, but he decided to remain silent as he didn’t even know where to start. He understood the little flower creature now: the weight of some questions really could crush someone who wasn’t ready to hear the answers to them. 
 
    “It’s time to make a choice, wanderer.” The Tree sounded as if its voice was coming from somewhere far away. 
 
    The lights were starting to dim. Hadjar didn’t know whether this meant that night had fallen or if his demons were chasing him. 
 
    “What choice?” Hadjar shouted, as if trying to be heard over the darkness of his own impotence. 
 
    “Whether you want to accept your Spirit or not,” the Tree replied. “Not everyone who accepts their Spirit can live with it. After all, it’s much easier to live with a gnawing emptiness than to feel your own soul pulling you into the abyss.” 
 
    Memories of the years he’d spent in the world of illusions created by the orc shaman flashed before Hadjar’s eyes. He’d lavished in that emptiness, allowing it to devour him from the inside. But even then, he’d fought back and continued to search for meaning despite the emptiness consuming everything he’d touched. 
 
    The red tattoo on Hadjar’s right arm flashed. 
 
    “A wise choice.” The Tree’s branches swayed. “Now hurry up, your darkness is here.” 
 
    Swallowed by the darkness, the stars faded one by one. The wind changed from refreshing to bitterly cold. Night was approaching. 
 
    “To honor our last encounter, I’ll help you, wanderer.” 
 
    Starlight shrouded Hadjar and turned into a bird. It took him in its beak and flew toward the Tree. As they were about to collide with it, the world was suddenly plunged into a cold, thick darkness full of loneliness and despair. Hadjar knew it well. Too well. It was the darkness of the dungeon Primus had thrown him in so long ago. 
 
    “Not so fast, my descendant.” 
 
    Hadjar recognized the voice that had often come to him in his nightmares, whispering evil things. Had his father been stronger, it had said, Primus wouldn’t have been able to destroy his family. Had his mother been a little wiser, she would’ve found out about the traitor’s plans. Had he never had a sister or a brother, he wouldn’t have suffered as much. It was a familiar voice — the Enemy’s voice. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “The same as you, my descendant,” the Black General said. “This is my world, too. I’m a part of you, and you’re a part of me.” 
 
    Hadjar shivered. Whatever Steppe Fang said, whatever the Black Spirit had once been, the only things that mattered now were what he had become and what he wanted to do. Here, in the Spirit World, Hadjar could sense his ancestor’s true intentions — he was eager to devour his soul. 
 
    “I don’t have time for you, Darkhan.” Hadjar raised his hand and concentrated all the will he had into it. 
 
    “One day, my descendant-” 
 
    A bright blue light silenced the Black General. Hadjar drained his soul, each memory of his battles, his grief, every moment of joy, each fleeting moment of life. He gathered up the power that he’d earned himself. The one that was his and no one else’s. 
 
    “...one day we’ll meet and your life-” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes flashed with a light so bright that its radiance could destroy the heavens and shatter the earth. Nothing and no one, not even the soul of the strongest swordsman to ever live, would stop him. 
 
    “…will be mine.” 
 
    A bright light burst forth from Hadjar’s palm and washed over the endless darkness like a wave, cleansing it until it revealed a cocoon that had a sleeping baby bird inside it, one that burned with bright energy. Hadjar recognized himself in this baby bird ― recognized his Spirit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s over, hunter.” Hadjar’s cheeks felt like someone was slapping them. “Come to your senses. Come back.” 
 
    Hadjar opened his eyes and greedily drank the tart and hot liquid that was poured into his mouth. His energy restored, he finally came to his senses. He was back on the deck of the nearly repaired schooner. Steppe Fang was sitting next to him. Lifting his gaze up to the sky, Hadjar realized that only one hour had passed since he’d swallowed the root. 
 
    “Giant,” he croaked. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, hunter.” 
 
    Hadjar shook his head to shake off the remnants of his dream. 
 
    “You used to call me something else.” 
 
    “You used to be something else.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Instead of answering him, Steppe Fang pointed behind Hadjar. He turned around and saw a blue baby bird lying on the railing of the schooner. Defenseless and weak, it had tucked its beak under its wing and was snoring peacefully. The wind blew and it disappeared. 
 
    “It… it… it’s…” 
 
    “Your Spirit.” The orc nodded. “You’ve won your Spirit in a glorious hunt. The path of your ancestors is open to you now.” 
 
    “Holy fuck!” 
 
    According to the laws of cultivation, only a Spirit Knight could summon their Spirit. However, by some miracle, Hadjar, a simple Heaven Soldier at the middle stage, had summoned his. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” he repeated softly. “What now?” 
 
    “Now that your Spirit is strong, we’ll make your body strong as well, to make sure that you can hold a weapon properly.” 
 
    Judging by the gleam of anticipation in Steppe Fang’s eyes, training with Dogar from the Bear squad would soon seem like a walk in the park by comparison. 
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    [image: ] “Let’s go.” Steppe Fang stood up and headed toward the ramp attached to the deck. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Training.” 
 
    Despite the fact that he was looking forward to strengthening his body without using any Techniques, Hadjar remained where he was. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s the best time for this, giant,” he said and shook his head. 
 
    The orc frowned. 
 
    “The best time to train your body is right after you’ve captured your Spirit,” Steppe Fang explained. “If you don’t train right now, you’ll be weaker.” 
 
    Hadjar looked back. On the deck, behind the toppled mast, Irma and Alea were still repairing the sail. The way Alea worked with dozens of energy needles dancing in her delicate fingers was fascinating. Obeying her will, the needles were slowly restoring the complex pattern of power. 
 
    To the right of the stern, Derek, wiping sweat from his forehead, was still cutting logs with his daggers. Everyone was eager to have their very own military schooner (Hadjar had long-term plans for the vessel), so they worked tirelessly. 
 
    All of them wanted to get in the air as quickly as possible. After all, who knew how quickly the news that one of the Dah’Khasses had died would spread? 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “The Dah’Khasses have lived in these mountains for thousands of years,” the orc interrupted him. “But they haven’t been able to reach the steppes. By the Great Ancestors, three days won’t change that.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Steppe Fang. He’d been so eager to get to the demon lands, but now it felt like he was looking for any excuse to delay their journey. 
 
    However, he was too busy trying to figure out how it would be possible to master a Technique for Strengthening the Body in just three days, and so he didn’t have time to think too much about the orc and his motives. Even if the Technique was weak and only made one’s body equal to a Spirit level artifact, and even if the cultivator had all the necessary resources, it would still take them anywhere from a month to five years to master it, depending on their talent. Hadjar, unfortunately, wasn’t particularly talented. His rapid progress so far was due to his constant balancing act on the edge of life and death. He constantly exposed himself to dangers that forced him to push himself beyond his limits. Over the past twenty years, he’d fought in more battles, encountered more obstacles, and had far more adventures than most of the thousand-year-old Spirit Knights. However, Hadjar had never heard of someone mastering a Technique in just three days! 
 
    “You sure about that?” He asked, thinking he might’ve misunderstood the orc. 
 
    “Your little body won’t be as strong as ours, but it’ll be strong enough to withstand a blow from one of my axes.” 
 
    Steppe Fang clearly meant all orcs when he said ‘ours’. 
 
    Hadjar, though skeptical of Steppe Fang’s words, rose to his feet. If he became strong enough to stop an attack equal to a Spirit Knight’s power with his bare hands, it’d be worth it. It looked as if fate itself didn’t want him to wear armor. 
 
    He hadn’t worn armor ever since he’d turned in his General’s medallion. He had traded steel for worn, mended clothes. The ones that had been given to him in the Valley of Streams. 
 
    Hadjar nodded and followed him. “It can wait three days.” 
 
    When they reached the ramp, Steppe Fang stopped abruptly. 
 
    “Tell the other humans not to follow us. We don’t need them interfering.” 
 
    Hadjar felt bad that Steppe Fang was the one who’d remembered the trio and not him. He didn’t want to tell them about the training. Not because they were potential foes, but because Hadjar felt that leaving them behind was unfair. 
 
    “Steppe Fang and I will be gone for three days!” He shouted to the sisters. 
 
    There was a scuffle, after which Irma’s head poked out from behind a piece of the sail. 
 
    “Do you need our help?” 
 
    They didn’t ask about why they’d be absent, they just wondered if he needed their help. Their confidence in him made Hadjar feel even worse. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He took the sleeping Azrea out of his shirt and tickled the cub as she tried to bite his finger. 
 
    “Take care of them,” he whispered. 
 
    Immediately turning serious, Azrea jumped out of his arms and onto the deck. After giving Hadjar a final glance, she headed toward the sisters. They weren’t in the demons’ territory just yet, but Hadjar felt better leaving the tigress with the Lascanians, as there was nothing here that she couldn’t defeat or run away from. 
 
    “Every moment we delay takes its toll on your power.” 
 
    He understood Steppe Fang about as well as he understood... Oh, right, he’d already said that. 
 
    Descending the stairs, they went deep into the mountain range. Skirting high rocks, sometimes climbing sharp ridges, they moved toward the Dah’Khasses’ lands. Hadjar was honestly more intimidated by the prospect of what Steppe Fang was planning than the possibility of facing another demon. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Training,” Steppe Fang said dryly, nipping the conversation in the bud. 
 
    Cutting through the black sky, lightning crackled and thunder roared as they climbed the rocks. Hadjar pulled his clothes tighter around himself and gritted his teeth. He watched the steam that rose from the orc’s exposed torso with envy. It was as if Steppe Fang had a stove under his skin that kept him warm at all times. 
 
    Catching his breath, Hadjar stopped and looked behind him. From this height, the world that stretched out below them resembled the canvas of a mad artist. Only now did he understand how ruthless time was to all countries. The land was overgrown with low grass that covered the ancient ruins like a shroud. Perhaps, once upon a time, it had resembled a mighty kingdom like Balium or Lidus. 
 
    Scarlet lightning flashed in the sky. Hadjar hurried after Steppe Fang. 
 
    About two hours later, after they’d climbed so high that Hadjar could practically smell the dark clouds, they came to a waterfall, the source of which was lost behind the clouds. The thunder that tore through the sky made the rocks shake and the small stones vibrate. The heat of the lightning was as intense as that of the midday sun. 
 
    “Let’s start.” 
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    [image: ]Sitting down on the stones, Steppe Fang placed various roots, herbs, and bags full of powders and other alchemical ingredients in front of him. Unlike human alchemists, who processed natural resources using fire and water, the orcs just used a mortar and pestle. The ingredients immediately flew into the mortar that Steppe Fang took out from his bag. 
 
    He worked on his concoction in utter silence, one broken only by the furious thunder that made the mountains shake. 
 
    “Can we talk, giant?” 
 
    The orc, not letting go of the pestle, raised his head and looked at Hadjar. Illuminated by the lightning that cut through the darkness, his eyes looked human. 
 
    “You won’t ask me about training?” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a while. Hadjar watched as Steppe Fang turned the ingredients into a fine, silky mush. He ground the roots to dust, crushed the herbs and squeezed the juice out of them, then added pinches of colored powders. It looked like a ritual, but one glance through the World River was enough for Hadjar to realize that Steppe Fang wasn’t manipulating the energy currents like a human alchemist would. A ball of power was nonetheless burning in the mortar, so bright and intense that it threatened to melt through the stone. 
 
    “I can’t promise I’ll answer all of your questions, hunter.” Steppe Fang’s voice was like thunder. 
 
    Hadjar was grateful for his honesty. 
 
    “Your wife…” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s eyes flashed dangerously even before Hadjar finished speaking, but the orc remained silent. Hadjar was well aware that he wouldn’t speak about his wife too much if asked directly, so he decided to beat around the bush for a bit. 
 
    “...how did you meet her?” 
 
    Steppe Fang calmed down a bit. Hadjar no longer felt the pressure of his aura. 
 
    “Young orcs ask their parents such questions when the call of nature takes hold of them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a young orc and my parents didn’t live to see me experience the ‘call of nature’,” Hadjar retorted, unsuccessfully trying to imitate the orc’s voice. However, he did manage to make Steppe Fang bare his fangs. 
 
    “What happened to them?” The orc asked. 
 
    “Hey!” Hadjar warned. “This isn’t about me, don’t change the subject.” 
 
    Steppe Fang shrugged, making Hadjar realize that he was just teasing him. 
 
    A few moments later, they both laughed. Hadjar, probably relieving his pent-up stress, rolled on the rocks, holding his stomach. Steppe Fang’s laughter was more subdued. His shoulders shook a little, and his fangs glistened. His deep laugh sounded like the thunder that was roaring above them. 
 
    “They died when I was seven years old,” Hadjar replied, wiping away tears. 
 
    After all these years, talking about those events no longer reopened his old wounds. His hand tried to find the wallet with the two wedding bracelets made of leather, but failed. He’d placed Nero’s and Serra’s bracelets in the spatial ring. They were safer there. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, hunter.” Steppe Fang said and performed the familiar gesture. “How did it happen?” 
 
    He’d been wrong. These old wounds still ached. 
 
    “My uncle-” Hadjar began. 
 
    “Your what? Ankle? What about it? Is it broken? No way to fix it?” 
 
    Hadjar blinked a couple of times, then laughed. 
 
    “No. My uncle, as in ‘my father’s brother.’” 
 
    “Ah.” Steppe Fang nodded. He reached over to the lake at the foot of the waterfall, scooped up some water, and poured it into the mortar. This was the first time he’d added anything other than herbs, roots, and powders to his concoction. “You humans have big families, so you often get lost in them.” 
 
    “Don’t orcs have families as well?” 
 
    Steppe Fang shook his head and set the mortar aside. 
 
    “Father.” He held out his right hand. “Mother.” He held out his left. “Children.” He pointed to his heart. “A family doesn’t need anything else. More than that is a tribe. And in a tribe ― we’re all relatives in the Great Ancestors’ eyes.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “My father’s brother killed them.” 
 
    “Why? Didn’t they share your mother?” 
 
    “No, thank the High Heavens, no. Rather, the problem was that they didn’t share the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Power.” The orc nodded. “Once upon a time, before the Dah’Khasses, when the human Empire was still young and weak, the tribes also fought for power. Those were bad times.” 
 
    “Why don’t they fight for it now?” 
 
    “If we fight each other, who will hunt the Dah’Khasses?” 
 
    It was a difficult point to argue against. 
 
    “So, you’re a leader’s son.” 
 
    “I was a leader’s son,” Hadjar corrected him. “Now I’m just a wanderer. And by the Evening Stars, I like it that way.” 
 
    Steppe Fang showed his upper fangs again. 
 
    “A hunter is always a wanderer. That’s why we orcs never settle down. We never build stone houses. We never exchange metals and shiny stones for food. We follow the call of our hearts and the places they lead us to become our home.” 
 
    “What if someone else already lives there?” 
 
    “Then we fight them with honor,” the orc shrugged. “If they’re stronger, we leave. If they’re weaker, we stay. That is the law of nature and life, and we orcs don’t go against it.” 
 
    Perhaps someone else would’ve considered such logic brutish and animalistic, but Hadjar, after spending some time with Steppe Fang, understood it. The orcs didn’t see war as a slaughter. Moreover, the kind of ‘war’ humans knew didn’t exist for them. They fought for their lives and didn’t see anything wrong with it. 
 
    “So, tell me how you met your wife.” 
 
    Steppe Fang sighed heavily. Apparently, he’d tried to avoid this conversation. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because she’s a half-breed,” Hadjar said. “And you weren’t very fond of humans when we first met.” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s eyes flashed and Hadjar realized that he should’ve been more careful with his words. 
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     “That word you just said…” Steppe Fang struggled to repeat it. “A half-breed,” he growled in disgust. “Never again. Do you hear me? Never say it again if you want me to continue thinking of you as a part of the tribe.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered, not because of the seething rage in the orc’s voice, but because Steppe Fang looked like someone ready to kill even if it cost him his life. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hadjar said sincerely. 
 
    Steppe Fang stared at him for a moment, then relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sorry too, hunter. I can’t really expect you to know our customs. You haven’t lived in the tribe.” 
 
    Calling him a part of the tribe meant that Steppe Fang had recognized him as part of his family. 
 
    “Orcs like my wife are called Dah’Gakhages,” Steppe Fang said quietly. “It means ‘those who belong to the free’.” 
 
    Hadjar decided to remain silent. In his experience, the fewer questions you asked, the more answers you got sometimes. 
 
    “Humans are strong opponents.” The orc pressed down on the mortar with such force that Hadjar was afraid that it would crack, causing the energy within it to explode all over them. “When they came to this land, we fought them with honor, but... Some humans have forgotten the ways of their ancestors, as well as what honor and dignity truly mean. They attacked our smallest tribes and took our youngsters with them.” 
 
    Hadjar knew why his kind would’ve done something as cruel as that. Adult orcs, even if they hadn’t been raised in a tribe and lacked the usual power and strength of the adult hunters that freely roamed the steppes, would be the centerpiece of any slave auction and excellent workers. One adult orc could easily replace a dozen humans in the field. 
 
    “Purling Song, my wife... Well, her father was one such unfortunate orc.” Steppe Fang’s tender tone made Hadjar’s eyes sting, even though he’d never been very sentimental. “Humans took him as a cub, branded him, and sold him to a mine.” 
 
    Hadjar knew all too well that the slave trade was one of the most profitable businesses in both Empires. Everyone needed slaves — mortals, practitioners, and cultivators alike. The latter two needed them to do their grunt work for them: gather herbs, resources, and ingredients, or to work in the mines. The mortals needed them to work in the fields. Considering the fact that more than seventy percent of the population in Lascan and Darnassus were either mortals or very weak practitioners, the amount of food they needed was simply enormous. 
 
    While traveling and fighting, living in capitals, and risking their lives in ‘special’ lands, a cultivator could easily forget about the existence of mortals, but there were still hundreds of thousands of them in Darnassus alone. 
 
    “He met a female human there. A union between an orc and a human isn’t pleasing to the Great Ancestors, but Purling Song’s father didn’t know any other free hunters.” Steppe Fang made that ritualistic orc gesture again. “And so, Purling Song was born,” he said and fell silent. 
 
    “But how did you two meet?” 
 
    “On a hunt. The mines where her father was imprisoned produced metal. We needed that metal to make our fangs.” He tapped the handle of one of his trusty axes. “As we were leaving with the loot, I saw a small Dah’Gakhag and took her with me.” 
 
    “Wait, how old are you?” 
 
    “I’ve seen the snow fall on the steppe more than a hundred times.” 
 
    The orc was more than a hundred years old! Damn it all! Hadjar stared at him, baffled. Those who followed the path of cultivation had a distorted perception of time. The stronger a cultivator became, the worse this distortion got. 
 
    “Did you raise your own wife?” 
 
    Steppe Fang burst out laughing. He even thumped his fist against the ground, which made small cracks appear on the stones. 
 
    “Raising one’s own wife would be rather strange, don’t you think?” He asked at last. “No, I handed the Dah’Gakhag over to the tribe and left to wander. When I returned twenty years later, I saw her once again and we’ve never been apart since.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He looked up at the dark sky. They were close to the land of the Dah’Khasses, but the pressure of their auras wasn’t strong yet, and no flakes of volcanic ash fell on their shoulders. 
 
    “Then why did you leave her now?” 
 
    “Because of the shaman’s prediction,” the orc replied calmly, but Hadjar could feel that Steppe Fang was excited. “He predicted that you and I could save the world from the Dah’Khasses. Just the two of us.” 
 
    Hadjar cursed. Talking about prophecies and the fate of the world made him nervous. 
 
    “But why you? Any orc could’ve done it! And why me? There are many others who bear the name North Wind.” 
 
    “I don’t know, hunter.” The orc dropped another pinch of powder into the mortar and finally finished the concoction. “I don’t know why the shaman saw me in his dream. And as for the Darkhan Name … I’m not sure that any of the other Darkhans would’ve passed the Spirits’ test.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the bag containing the fang-dagger. According to the orc, only that weapon could kill a being as powerful as the King of the Dah’Khasses. Without that dagger, their attempt would just be suicide. 
 
    “Give me the dagger and go back to your wife,” Hadjar said and held out an open palm. 
 
    Instead of growling and glaring at him, Steppe Fang just smiled a little sadly. 
 
    “Why do you want to help me, hunter?” 
 
    Hadjar looked into the orc’s eyes. By the Evening Stars, he wasn’t the sentimental type. His heart had long ago hardened and turned colder than the snow that covered the tallest mountain peak. And yet… 
 
    “I grew up without a father, giant,” Hadjar murmured. “I know what it’s like. If I ensure that your son can one day hug his father, maybe I’ll breathe a little easier.” 
 
    For the first time ever, Hadjar saw a hint of fear in Steppe Fang’s eyes. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “When Purling Song and you parted, I looked at her through the World River. I don’t understand why I did it, but that’s how I know.” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s giant shoulders slumped and his head hung low. However, that didn’t last long. The orc quickly pulled himself together and handed Hadjar the bowl. 
 
    “Then grow stronger, hunter, and we’ll hunt the Dah’Khasses together. When I come back to my family, I’ll tell my son all about it. I’ll tell him that not all humans have forgotten their ancestors and what it means to have honor.” 
 
    As he accepted the bowl, Hadjar didn’t notice the sadness that appeared in the orc’s eyes. 
 
    “Let’s start training.” 
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    [image: ] “Your Spirit is still small, hunter.” Steppe Fang stopped Hadjar from drinking the potion. “Before we start strengthening your body, tell me what you know about Spirits.” 
 
    “To be honest, only what you told me. And what one elf girl taught me.” 
 
    The orc nodded as if he’d expected no other answer. 
 
    “We don’t have much time, so listen to me carefully.” Scooping up the water from the lake, Steppe Fang washed his face. “When a person who has forgotten the way of the ancestors calls upon their Spirit, they force it to give them its energy without giving anything in return. That’s wrong. It insults the ancestors.” 
 
    Hadjar realized that Steppe Fang was talking about Spirit Knights. He was glad that the orc was, yet again, teaching him something he would’ve had to pay thousands of Glory points for at ‘The Holy Sky’ School. 
 
    “The way of the ancestors is different. This is the source of your power.” The orc touched Hadjar’s chest, right where his energy core was. “It’s too weak to summon your Spirit right now, but your Spirit is still here, next to you. You saw it. It was your prey in the glorious hunt in the Spirit World.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded, realizing what the orc was talking about. In order to finally understand all of this, or some of it, at least, he’d had to pass the shaman’s test and eat the root of a ten-thousand-year-old fern. 
 
    “Whether it becomes stronger or not will depend on you.” 
 
    “How can I make it stronger?” 
 
    Steppe Fang lifted his upper lip. 
 
    “Sometimes, I think you’re stupid, North Wind. Even by human standards.” 
 
    “Giant, I’m offended on behalf of the entire human race. When did we humans become stupid?” 
 
    “When you replaced the way of your ancestors with Techniques, artifacts, and gunpowder.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t argue the point, though he had a lot to say in humanity’s defense. Humans may have missed out on some things throughout history, but it was the human Empires that ruled over vast territories now. It was the human Empires that built the great cities, while the orcs still lived in huts and didn’t even have a written language. 
 
    “Your Name, North Wind, the one you received during your trial, will make it stronger.” 
 
    “How’s that possible?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    He’d thought that he’d finally managed to understand most of this, but now he was once again confused. 
 
    Steppe Fang removed his hand from the bowl, allowing Hadjar to drink its contents. “One day, you’ll find your path, and in the meantime, we’ll deal with your body.” 
 
    Hadjar, preparing for the unpleasant aftereffects, downed the concoction. He even closed his eyes, expecting the worst, but to his surprise, it wasn’t like drinking hot metal. The potion had a soft, floral taste, like the honey his brother had loved so much. May his rebirth be peaceful. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Steppe Fang asked. 
 
    “I do,” Hadjar replied in surprise. 
 
    “Our shaman says that power always tastes good, but it has a terrible aftertaste.” Steppe Fang smiled as never before ― he grinned widely. 
 
    At that moment, Hadjar tasted something so horrific that he felt compelled to drink the lake water to get rid of the taste. During the hungriest years of his life, he’d eaten whatever he’d been able to get his hands on. He had even learned to set snares for birds, mostly pigeons. The concoction’s aftertaste reminded him of eating the rotten, decomposing corpse of a pigeon. 
 
    “No!” The orc snarled, stopping Hadjar from drinking from the lake. “Be patient, hunter!” 
 
    Hadjar, coming to his senses, found himself in Steppe Fang’s tight embrace. Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply, feeling as if some strange, alien energy had bypassed his core and was now spreading along his meridians and nodes. Instead of accumulating in them, it was soaking into their walls, making them stronger and brighter than before. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Our tribe’s secret,” Steppe Fang explained. “Wolf Broth. From the moment they can walk, our youngsters drink one drop of it every first snow.” 
 
    “One drop?” Hadjar screamed as pain followed the disgusting taste. “ONE DROP?” 
 
    Steppe Fang grabbed him from behind again. He locked his huge arms around Hadjar’s chest and held him in place. By the Evening Stars, if he hadn’t done so, Hadjar might’ve hurt himself in the throes of his immense agony. A tidal wave of hellish pain had flooded his body, like hot iron was touching his bare nerves. Or like hundreds of stinging horseflies were biting every inch of his body. From the inside. 
 
    “You’ve never drunk this potion before, hunter. Therefore, I had to prepare the dose that a free orc drinks when their twenty-fifth winter comes around. By that point, they’ve already become stronger than stones.” 
 
    “What… the… fuck…?” 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t see or hear properly. There was so much pain that he got lost in it. However, hardened by his journey into the Spirit World, he was able to withstand this trial. 
 
    “That’s not all, hunter,” the orc whispered in his ear. “No one can simply drink power. You must earn it yourself.” 
 
    “What?” Hadjar asked, unable to understand him. 
 
    “The effects of the Wolf Broth will soon wear off. To prevent this, you need to stare death in the face.” 
 
    For some reason, Hadjar remembered how a forged sword was dipped in cold oil in order to be tempered. If the forging was successful, the sword became stronger, and if not, it cracked and fell apart. 
 
    “Do you see that waterfall?” The orc pointed to a huge stream of water falling from the black sky. “It was born in the land of the Dah’Khasses. Even Bear’s Rage could drown in that water. The stones it hides could cut through his flesh. This waterfall is death.” 
 
    Hadjar’s strained eyes could barely make out the rocks and the raging torrent. To him, it mostly looked like a blue line in the darkness. 
 
    “And?” He whispered. 
 
    Hadjar could barely stand on his own. If Steppe Fang let go, he’d fall headfirst onto the rocks. Everything in this world had its limit, and Hadjar was sure that he had reached his own. A mortal child could probably finish him off at this point. 
 
    “Climb it. If you can reach the top, most of the Wolf Broth will be absorbed. Conquer the waterfall, Darkhan. You’ll find power at its peak.” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s arms parted. 
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    [image: ]Hadjar almost lost his balance, but he managed to stay on his feet. Not because he’d found some hidden power within himself as the heroes from ballads often did, or because he’d seen Elaine’s or Anise’s visage appear in front of him, or because he’d realized that the demons were preparing to attack both Empires, but simply because he’d had to stay upright. He had to climb this damned waterfall if he wanted to get stronger. Even if it were several times larger and more dangerous, he would’ve still done it. Steppe Fang had been right — power wasn’t free. A cultivator could only earn it through blood, sweat, and tears. There were no shortcuts. 
 
    Gritting his teeth in pain, Hadjar awkwardly stepped into the lake, which was even colder than the snow atop the Baliumian Mountains had been. The cold penetrated every cell of his body. It didn’t even dull the pain, only made it more pronounced. Despite this, he was thankful for the cold. It helped him stand straight. 
 
    He looked up at the black sky. With another flash of scarlet lightning and peal of furious thunder, a raindrop fell on Hadjar’s face. 
 
    “Fucking rain,” he barely managed to murmur — his lips and tongue didn’t want to obey him and every breath he took brought pain with it. 
 
    When he reached the waterfall, it started raining heavily. Every raindrop was like a crossbow bolt piercing his skin. If he hadn’t had the dragon heart beating in his chest, he would’ve died instantly. 
 
    “Damn it,” he growled, plunging his arm into the cascading stream of water, which was as sharp and cold as the blade of an executioner’s axe. He could hear his bones crunch and his skin tear. As soon as his physical body succumbed to the water’s pressure, his energy body flashed with a bright, blue light, the source of which wasn’t his core, but his channels. For a moment, it seemed like the center of his power wasn’t his core, but all of his meridians and nodes instead. 
 
    The light from his energy body flowed into his arm, and the pain subsided slightly. Hadjar felt his arm become stronger. The longer it remained beneath the waterfall, the more powerful it became. 
 
    A wide smile appeared on Hadjar’s face. When he’d been little, he’d often seen paintings and tapestries depicting ancient cultivators during their training. In search of power, the heroes of Lidus had often meditated under waterfalls, enveloped in their thundering waters. 
 
    Why should I just sit under the waterfall? I can do more! 
 
    Hadjar plunged his other arm into the stream and shuddered, not from the pain or cold, but because he felt like he was deliberately walking into Death’s open arms. It had failed to catch him so many times that it was probably tired of chasing him by now. For a change, he was the one chasing it this time. 
 
    He bent his left leg at the knee and moved it onto the ledge. After moving the other one, he completely disappeared inside the cascading curtain of water and steam. 
 
    He fought against the current, armed with nothing but the flesh and bone of his body. Each drop of water felt like being stabbed by a dagger belonging to a warrior at the One with the World level of weapon mastery. 
 
    Snarling and gritting his teeth, Hadjar raised his right hand and grabbed the next ledge. His energy body flared up again. He thought he heard a howl through the thunderous roar of the waterfall. Its cold water washed away his hot blood spilled by the sharpened rocks. Pressing his body against the stone, he felt like an ant crawling across a huge crater toward its inevitable demise. 
 
    Whenever the spikes cut through his flesh, his meridians and nodes would shine even brighter. Their energy healed the wounds inflicted on his physical body. 
 
    Hadjar continued climbing up the waterfall. Through the haze of pain caused by the water, the rocks, and the orc’s concoction, he tried to control his every movement, as any mistake he made would lead to him falling off and landing in the lake, shredded into tiny little pieces. 
 
    Along the way, he sometimes paused, pressing against the rocks that continued to mercilessly tear into his flesh and muscles, even breaking his bones at times. Blood and energy seethed in him. With every inch of progress he made, he could feel his energy body more clearly. Before, it had used to feel like a separate entity. Right now, however, it felt like the channels and the nodes were inside his body. Every time he needed it, they gave him energy. They no longer drained it from his core, but empowered his body directly, as if every inch of his energy body had become the core. 
 
    “Gar’ak dur!” He shouted in excitement and defiance, then grabbed another ledge. 
 
    He had no idea how long he’d been climbing this damned waterfall, but he felt Steppe Fang’s words coming true. Placing his right hand on another ledge, he waited for the blood to trickle down his forearm, but... it didn’t. The rocks couldn’t cut through his palm anymore. After spending a dozen seconds hanging from the ledge and hanging on with just his arm, a thin, red trickle finally ran down his forearm. 
 
    Rumors said that Master Orune, one of the greatest swordsmen of Darnassus, had made his body as strong as an Earth level artifact. This meant that even if Hadjar hit Orune with an Imperial weapon, it would feel like slashing at armor. He wouldn’t even be able to scratch it. After overcoming this waterfall, Hadjar hoped that his body would become strong enough to leave at least Spirit level armor in the dust… 
 
    Hadjar leapt upward and, ignoring the rocks, continued to climb. The grin on his face grew wider, and then suddenly faded. Through the water, he saw a cloud of swirling darkness. He was near the waterfall’s source ― the dark clouds were within arm’s reach. 
 
    Red lightning shaped like a crocodile flashed through the sky and the noise of the thunder that followed struck Hadjar with such force that blood flowed from his ears. 
 
    “Damn it!” He swore, but couldn’t even hear himself do so. 
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    Hadjar’s progress slowed. While it had been difficult to find ledges before as he’d pressed his body against the sharp rocks, it was almost impossible now in the absolute darkness. 
 
    The water that had filled his ears saved him from the thunder that could’ve deafened him permanently. Each time the scarlet lightning flashed through the darkness and struck the waterfall, Hadjar froze in place. He endured and hoped that the lightning wouldn’t hit him directly. 
 
    Gradually, he moved through the darkness. His mind and heart felt empty, and he crawled toward the danger on pure instinct, like a madman longing for any kind of meaning, even if it meant death. A bolt of lightning struck near Hadjar’s body. 
 
    Energy from his expanding meridians and nodes poured into him. At some point, after spending about a minute on the ledge, Hadjar realized that his hands were no longer bleeding. His body must’ve reached some intermediate stage between a Spirit level artifact’s and an Earth level artifact’s toughness. 
 
    But Hadjar didn’t care. Maybe he’d already completed Steppe Fang’s training and reached the peak of his power. Any reasonable person would’ve probably turned back. However, he had come to regard the waterfall, the scarlet lightning, and the dark clouds as his opponents. 
 
    And Hadjar Darkhan had never walked away from an opponent. He hadn’t avoided life’s many challenges, choosing instead to always meet them head-on. Any problem he’d had, he’d taken care of it. Any obstacle that had ever stood in his way, he’d overcome. He wasn’t fighting to become stronger, but to reach the top of the waterfall and prove to himself that he could truly overcome any difficulty that stood between him and his goal. If he failed now, if he retreated, he would surely give up when he encountered the next obstacle, wouldn’t he? And if that was the case, why should he keep living? If he never reached his goal, did his life have any meaning? 
 
    “Gar’ak dur!” 
 
    With another growl, Hadjar pierced the dark clouds and clear water with his hand. He’d been expecting another ledge, but his hand grabbed only air. After groping around a little, he found a rock ― rough, but not sharpened by the water. 
 
    Hadjar jumped up, emerging from the waterfall like a carp from a river. And just like that carp, he’d fly through the sky gate and become a dragon. 
 
    He sat on a rock at the top of the waterfall, exposing his face to the wind and the rain that no longer cut his body. The cold no longer hurt him. Steam was rising from his bruised skin. Looking at the dark sky, Hadjar enjoyed the lightning’s crimson dance. He felt a great power stir inside him. He had a sudden urge to race Azrea, or challenge that personal disciple of ‘The Holy Sky’ School… What was his name again? Drunken Leaf? But most of all, he felt reborn, powerful, and strong. 
 
    He didn’t even notice that a new hieroglyph had been added to his Name tattoo. He closed his eyes, letting the rain fall on his face. The thunder rumbled furiously overhead and raged beneath him, where the dark clouds swirled, obscuring the land of the Dah’Khasses. Like all demons, they didn’t like having a clear sky above them, so they would ruin it with ash, smoke, and their foul magic. 
 
    “Hello, North Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar could already guess who this was. Opening his eyes, he looked at his right hand, which he’d held open to catch some of the rain. A pretty girl made of golden light and no taller than his index finger was standing on it. She was the strongest of all the fairies Hadjar had ever seen, and she was staring fearlessly up at him. 
 
    “Hello, messenger of the gods,” Hadjar said, sensing that she could destroy not just him, but the entire mountain range and the demons that inhabited it as well. Her golden glow resembled the light emitted by those who had destroyed the ancient Mage City so long ago. 
 
    “I was sent to tell you that your deeds are pleasing to the gods, North Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “The lower demons have violated the Magistrate’s Laws that normally stop the entities of the higher worlds from interfering in the affairs of the mortal one. Their destruction will be pleasing to the Seventh Heaven.” 
 
    “The Seventh Heaven didn’t care about demons before-” 
 
    “I’m not surprised to see that you’re offended, boy,” the fairy interrupted him. “What happened to your family was a tragic accident. One of the other messengers even offered you a chance to rewrite your fate and correct it. But you refused.” 
 
    “A chance to rewrite my fate.” Hadjar emphasized. “What about the countless millions of those who’ve suffered because of your masters. I-” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand what had just happened, but he suddenly couldn’t move his lips. 
 
    “Don’t presume that I’m the same as the messengers you’ve met before,” the fairy said mockingly. “And don’t think that the Lord of Nightmares will continue to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    What? Is Helmer really keeping an eye on me? Then again, we’ve already made two deals, so that would make sense. He probably wants to have control over his ‘investment’. But… I don’t remember him helping me. Ever. 
 
    “His darkness is nothing compared to my lord’s light,” the fairy continued. “From now on, it’ll be me, Freya, who’ll be keeping an eye on you.” 
 
    “And what do I owe this honor to?” Hadjar asked, able to speak again. 
 
    A flash of lightning tore through the sky. 
 
    “Don’t think you’re special. There are many in this world who dislike the Seventh Heaven. Those fools seek a way to destroy the world’s balance. They’re also being watched.” 
 
    “Do you keep an eye on them, too?” Hadjar asked. “Or will you only be keeping an eye on me?” 
 
    Another bolt of lightning flashed over his head. 
 
    “I came to deliver the message,” Freya said. “And to warn you, you mortal bastard. The moment you break one of the Magistrate’s Laws, I’ll destroy you and that filthy fragment of the Enemy that’s trapped within your soul.” 
 
    With another flash of lightning, Freya disappeared, leaving Hadjar alone to ponder her words. He didn’t care if he was doing the gods a favor or not. The Dah’Khasses threatened his homeland, so they had to be destroyed. The Mad General inside him thought so, and Hadjar agreed with him. 
 
    He walked to the edge of the waterfall and turned his back to it. Giving the middle finger to the sky, he stepped back. 
 
    A battle awaited him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 591 
 
      
 
    [image: ]Falling through the dark clouds, drenched in cold water, Hadjar plummeted toward the rocks. Falling from such a height, even though his body was now stronger than a Spirit level artifact, would still mean certain death. The wind whistled in his ears and cut into his flesh like a blade. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Hadjar used his willpower and the mysteries of the Sword Spirit he’d mastered to create a ghostly blade under him, which threw a column of water high into the air upon impact and pierced the surface tension and the rocks. It was obvious that he’d become much stronger. 
 
    Standing back up, Hadjar walked over to Steppe Fang. The orc, sitting with his arms crossed, opened his eyes lazily. He seemed surprised. 
 
    “Didn’t expect to see me back so soon?” Hadjar smiled, wringing water from his pants. 
 
    “Your three days are almost up, actually,” the orc whispered. 
 
    “Really?” He asked in disbelief. 
 
    Hadjar looked at the waterfall. He could’ve sworn he’d spent maybe half a day climbing it. 
 
    “Then let’s head back,” he said, turning to the orc. “The Lascanians are waiting for us.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Without waiting for Steppe Fang, Hadjar headed back, thinking about what Freya had said. If the gods really wanted to get rid of the Dah’Khasses, why hadn’t they intervened earlier? Their messengers, divine heralds, and emissaries could, if necessary, interfere in the affairs of the mortal world. Why hadn’t one powerful fairy, like Freya, for example, already solved this problem? A few attacks, and all of the Dah’Khasses would be taken care of. 
 
    However, the gods remained neutral. Or maybe they had interfered. If that was the case, the orc shaman’s prophecy had been sent by… 
 
    Hadjar sensed danger behind him. 
 
    He didn’t have time to summon his Call or the Black Blade. Instinctively turning on his heel, he shielded himself with his left arm. The strength of the attack shattered the nearby rocks, leaving deep cracks in the massive boulders. The ground Hadjar stood on sank a few inches. 
 
    “About two-thirds,” Steppe Fang said, tucking the axe back in his belt. “Your body managed to absorb about two-thirds of the Wolf Broth.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Hadjar swore. 
 
    Hadjar lowered his numb arm. With his right, he wiped away the blood that was trickling down from the long but shallow cut. It was slowly healing already. 
 
    “I told you before,” the orc smiled, his fangs glistening, “the training would only end when you were able to withstand one blow of my axe.” 
 
    “You could’ve killed me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been able to climb the waterfall if you were that weak,” Steppe Fang retorted. “But I’m glad to see that the training did you good. You’re stronger than when we first met. If the great ancestors allow it, I’d like to fight you again someday.” 
 
    Hadjar was also eager to find out just how much he had progressed thanks to Steppe Fang’s training, but now wasn’t the best time for duels. 
 
    “When we get back from our mission, that is,” the orc said and headed toward the camp. “I hope you won’t use your dirty human tricks this time. They aren’t worthy of a free hunter.” 
 
    Hadjar swore under his breath and hurried after him. 
 
    The oppressive atmosphere of the land of the Dah’Khasses pressed down on him. 
 
    “Steppe Fang,” he called. He wanted to talk. 
 
    They were crossing the high, rocky ridge that marked the border between the demon and human lands. Even the air seemed cleaner and less viscous here. 
 
    “You should speak less, hunter. Words get in the way of action.” 
 
    Even without the orc’s advice, Hadjar knew that words were unwanted when hunting. 
 
    “What does that strange gesture you keep doing mean?” 
 
    Steppe Fang turned around. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    Hadjar clumsily repeated the gesture he’d seen the orc perform many times before. Steppe Fang grimaced slightly, but it was obvious that he was flattered that Hadjar remembered it as well as he did. 
 
    “When we touch our heart,” he put two fingers to his chest, “we welcome our Spirit. When we touch our head,” his fingers moved to his forehead, “we connect our Spirit with the memory of our ancestors and family. Then we share all of this, our most secret treasure,” he directed his fingers to the sky, “with the endless cycle of life that you humans call the World River.” 
 
    “Spirit. Memory. World River.” Hadjar repeated. He liked this greeting even more than the clenched fist and open palm of the Land of the Immortals, which symbolized the union of power and wisdom. “Do you mind if I borrow your gesture?” 
 
    Steppe Fang smiled. 
 
    “You aren’t an orc by birth, but you’ve passed all the trials that a free orc must pass. You’ve found your Spirit, and you were able to receive the power of the Wolf Broth. You aren’t an orc, but I sense a free hunter in you.” 
 
    Steppe Fang held out his hand to Hadjar and they gripped each other’s forearms. 
 
    “We’ll return to the steppes together.” The orc turned eastward. “I’ll introduce you to Purling Song. She cooks the best rabbit stew you’ve ever eaten.” 
 
    “That sounds good.” Hadjar smiled. 
 
    “Yeah. Good.” 
 
    A few hours later, they were back at the camp. While they’d been gone, Derek had filled in the remaining holes in the deck and the hold and the sisters had finished patching up the sail. It looked much better now. 
 
    “Hurry up!” Derek shouted instead of a greeting. 
 
    Alea and Irma just smiled and waved their greasy hands at them. 
 
    Hadjar climbed up the ladder and hugged Azrea. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “Let’s go!” The trio repeated enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 592 
 
      
 
    [image: ] “Be careful!” Derek shouted. 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    The sisters, who were holding the ropes that connected the sail to the mast, were red in the face from the strain. Hadjar and Steppe Fang held the multiton artifact mast from different ends. Derek was resting, because after three days of nonstop carpentry, he wasn’t in the best condition. 
 
    “To the left!” He shouted, instructing Hadjar and the orc. “No, not to the left! To the right! A little bit to the left now!” 
 
    Hadjar tried to recall all the obscenities he knew in all the languages he’d ever used. He also remembered Nero, whose cursing would’ve made any longshoreman blush and then turn green with envy. 
 
    “Now put it down!” 
 
    Hadjar had dreamed about hearing those words more than he’d dreamed about a night with a woman back when he’d been a miserable cripple. 
 
    He and the orc worked together to place the mast in a previously hollowed-out slot. As soon as the two parts of the mast were joined, Derek fastened them together with three iron rings covered in special glue that had been prepared by the orc. Alea and Irma loosened the sails. Energy needles flashed in Alea’s hands, and she stitched the broken strands of the artifact vessel together. 
 
    Breathing heavily, Hadjar and Steppe Fang collapsed onto the cold planks. 
 
    “I want to tear him apart,” Steppe Fang croaked menacingly and loudly enough that Derek could hear him. Flinching, he reached for his daggers. 
 
    Even after all this time, the orc was still just a beast in Derek’s eyes. 
 
    “Not yet, we may still need him,” Hadjar said, playing along. 
 
    If he hadn’t drunk the Wolf Broth, he doubted that he would’ve been able to lift the mast at all. It looked light, but it was actually extremely heavy. 
 
    “Maybe... If we run out of supplies, I could…” 
 
    Steppe Fang didn’t finish his sentence, but it was clear what he would do with Derek. The orcs might be insanely strong, but they couldn’t last long without food and water. Hadjar didn’t know whether this was due to them being orcs or their cultivation. He sincerely hoped that, after taking the Wolf’s Broth, he wouldn’t need to go back to caring about nutrition. He liked eating and drinking for pleasure, but there were certain advantages to not needing food and water. 
 
    “Stop teasing him.” 
 
    After finally catching his breath, Hadjar got to his feet and held out his hand to the orc. Judging by the latter’s expression, he hadn’t been teasing. Hadjar hoped that the orc had brought enough food to avoid having to eat Derek. Hadjar had no special bond with the young man, but he would still prefer to avoid that. 
 
    By the time Hadjar took the helm, Alea and Irma had already finished patching up the power structure of the mast. Putting his hands on the old, rough wood of the helm, Hadjar felt a surge of childlike joy. Back when he’d been a child in the Royal Palace of Lidus, he had dreamed about standing at the helm of a pirate ship and sailing the vast ocean that was full of dangers and mysteries. And here he was now, decades later, at the helm of an old, battered schooner. 
 
    Running his fingers over the wood, Hadjar looked at his crew. Only one name came to his mind. 
 
    “Drunken Goose,” Hadjar said. 
 
    “What?” The trio shouted in unison. Steppe Fang didn’t say anything because he didn’t care about the name of the vessel. 
 
    “I’ve stayed in two taverns with that name.” Hadjar shrugged. “I think it’s a sign. And signs are worth heeding.” 
 
    Derek started to protest, but when he saw the orc’s hungry gaze, he just laughed nervously instead. 
 
    “Not a bad name.” 
 
    The sisters just shrugged. 
 
    Hadjar turned to the mountains and gripped the helm. There was only one pedal under it. Out of everyone there, he was the only one who’d ever traveled in an air vessel, so it made sense for him to steer. 
 
    “This is not how I imagined my first flight.” Hadjar sighed. 
 
    The ‘Path through the Clouds’ meditation Technique gave its cultivators a unique ability that couldn’t be obtained by using ordinary Techniques. The path of cultivation created by the dragon race allowed them to travel through the sky even in human form. 
 
    “To the High Heavens,” Hadjar said, and pressed down on the pedal. “That sounded kind of ambiguous,” he muttered. 
 
    As soon as the pedal touched the deck, the energy crystals in the hold lit up. According to the crew of ‘Rukh’s Wings’, they’d been created by the alchemists and artifactors and served as a sort of storage. 
 
    They’d filled almost the entire hold with crystals taken from other crashed ships. Unlike the magic hieroglyph, which was fueled by power, they only needed the energy of the World River, which, as far as Hadjar knew, flowed through everything in existence. 
 
    Energy from the crystals went into the hieroglyph, which then created its own unique magic and lifted the schooner into the air. Hadjar had no idea how. Both Empires kept the secrets of aeronautics as well as they kept the secrets of alchemy and artifactoring. These three industries were considered to be the foundation of their economies. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll-” 
 
    Derek didn’t get to finish speaking, as the planks cracked and the bolts in the stern began to vibrate. Several of them, unable to withstand the strain, shot out like bullets. 
 
    “Damn it,” Hadjar hissed. “Hold on, baby. Don’t fall apart. Your time hasn’t come yet.” 
 
    The schooner, groaning in protest, swayed from side to side, forcing all of them to cling to the ropes and the stern. With great difficulty, it rose up a little, but the vibrations became even stronger as a result. 
 
    “It won’t hold!” Alea shouted over the noise. “We have to abandon ship!” 
 
    “Wait!” Hadjar shouted back. “It’ll hold!” 
 
    He believed that the schooner would take off. It had to. 
 
    When several more bolts flew out, Hadjar snarled and pulled the long lever that controlled the circulation of energy in the hieroglyph. Placing it in the upright position, he pressed down on the pedal. 
 
    “Help me, old friend,” he whispered 
 
    Hearing something that sounded like the flapping of wings behind him, Hadjar suddenly realized that the wind had changed direction. The southwestern wind filled their sails and lifted the schooner into the air. The vibrations gradually subsided, and the humming disappeared. Protective spells flickered to life around the schooner. The rocks, the waterfall, and the clouds disappeared. They started gliding forward. 
 
    “It took off,” Hadjar breathed a sigh of relief. “Here we go, everyone!” 
 
    Pulling the lever all the way back, he spun the helm. 
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    [image: ]The schooner’s speed was impressive. It would take them no more than four days to get from Darigon to Dahanatan. The schooner was like a gift from the heavens. Derek clearly wanted to claim the ‘Drunken Goose’ for himself, but Hadjar considered it his property, and in order to take the Mad General’s property, one had to be madder than he was. 
 
    Hadjar had been at the helm for an hour. Under them were dark clouds that hid them from the Dah’Khasses, and above them were storm clouds that obscured their view of the moon and the stars. Because of this, he wasn’t sure if they were flying in the right direction. 
 
    “You’re on the right course, hunter,” Steppe Fang assured him. 
 
    The orc moved around the deck, holding on to the railing with both hands. It turned out that he was afraid of flying. What’s more, he suffered from some strange kind of seasickness. His skin had turned from crimson to gray, and his blue tattoos had faded. He seemed to lose most of his power when he was off the ground. 
 
    If that was true, then the combat potential of their squad had been reduced by at least a third. 
 
     “What makes you say that?” Hadjar asked warily. 
 
     “Look over there, Darkhan.” 
 
    With a trembling finger, he pointed to the northeast. Derek, who’d heard their conversation, started worrying. In the spot where the winds merged, mixing the storm clouds and the black ash, was a furious vortex. Soaring above the anomaly was a group of unknown creatures that resembled a hybrid of a snake and a bird. Their scaly bodies were about thirty feet long, topped with three pairs of white wings. Their long feathers fluttered furiously in the wind, creating the strange sound that had been bothering Hadjar for the last quarter of an hour. 
 
    “Well, that explains why ships disappear in this area,” he said. 
 
    Taking out his telescope, he tried to find a way around the vortex, but he was stopped by Steppe Fang. 
 
    “According to the shaman, the quickest route to the lair of the Dah’Khass King is through the eye of the storm. I finally understand what he meant.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the orc, then at the raging vortex and its guardians, then back at the orc. 
 
    “We aren’t really going there, are we?” Derek shouted, panicking now. 
 
    Alea and Irma stared at him, shifting their gazes away from the damaged cannons that they’d been trying to repair. The girls didn’t know much about artillery, but with the help of energy threads, it was possible to do just about anything. 
 
    “We are, aren’t we?” Hadjar asked Steppe Fang, already resigned to it. 
 
    “It’s the shortest route. Who knows where we’ll end up if we ignore the shaman’s advice.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He had no idea where they were. Without his neural network, his navigational abilities were extremely limited. 
 
    “By the gods!” Derek groaned. 
 
    The boy ran over to the mast, untied the safety ropes, then ran back to the girls. After explaining the situation to them and listening to their frightened complaints, he tied them to the mast so that they wouldn’t fall overboard. 
 
    While the trio was busy, Hadjar decided to get a few things straight. 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Steppe Fang. How weak are you right now?” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, the orc turned to him. It was obvious that he wasn’t happy about Hadjar’s question or the predicament he’d found himself in. 
 
    “The power of the free orcs comes from our ancestor, the Great Wolf. The First Hunter. He was of the earth, and so our power is connected to it. I’m far from it right now, and therefore, I’m weak. But don’t worry, when the time for battle comes, I’ll be strong once again.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the vortex and the flying creatures around it. He kind of doubted that. 
 
    “But why don’t I feel stronger, then?” He asked. “My ancestor belongs to the sky, so I should be stronger here than back on the ground.” 
 
    “Because you haven’t called your ancestor yet,” Steppe Fang replied sadly. “You earned the right to bear your Name, you found your Spirit, you even fought for the power of the Wolf Broth, but you still remain deaf to your ancestor’s call.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, giant. My ancestor...” Hadjar touched the Call tattoo on his chest, which was right above the very spot where the heart of his ancestor and Master, the dragon Traves, was beating steadily. “I heard him... until he left.” 
 
    “You don’t hear him because you’ve become the slave of a Weapon.” 
 
    Steppe Fang slapped him on the back. If the orc had been in good health, that friendly smack would’ve made Hadjar stagger, but now he barely felt it. 
 
    “You’ll hear it when you regain your connection to the wind.” Steppe Fang looked at the vortex and the monsters. “I won’t be able to help you in this battle, North Wind. Everything will depend on you and those… children.” 
 
    Hadjar grinned. 
 
    “I beg to differ.” He secured the helm and then led the orc over to one of the cannons. It was normally manned by three practitioners, but they were no match for an orc, even a weakened one. 
 
    “The gunpowder goes in first, then the cannonball... Once you’ve shoved those in, pull this lever. Of course, you should aim first,” Hadjar explained. “The cannonballs are over here,” he said and kicked the box full of ammo. Each projectile weighted sixty-five pounds. 
 
    “Good luck!” Hadjar patted the startled orc on the shoulder and returned to the helm. 
 
    The trio drew their weapons and stood by the other cannon. It was much bigger than the one he’d assigned the orc to, and it also fired much larger cannonballs. Weighing about four hundred pounds, they’d be able to seriously wound even a Heaven Soldier. 
 
    Tying his hair back, Hadjar delved into the depths of his soul and summoned the dragon and the Black Blade. The cloak of black fog appeared on his shoulders, bracers covered his arms, and a wide belt appeared around his waist. The Black Blade, now adorned with a blue hieroglyph that shone with a mysterious light, glimmered in his hand. 
 
    Hadjar took a rope and, tying it around himself, leapt onto the bow of the schooner. He strode casually along it, stood on its very edge, and then looked out at the vortex and the horrid creatures flying around it. Each of them was at the King Stage, which meant only one thing... 
 
    A mad grin blossomed across Hadjar’s face. 
 
    “It’s time to hunt for cores!” He shouted and jumped off. 
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    [image: ]Tied to the mast, Hadjar, his cloak fluttering behind him like a pair of black wings, swooped down to commence his attack. 
 
    The veil surrounding the schooner had allowed it to stay invisible to the sky creatures for a while, but the closer it had gotten to the vortex, the worse the disguise had worked. 
 
    As soon as Hadjar jumped off the schooner, the monsters noticed him. Three of them rushed over and flew around him, baring their sharp fangs. Their bodies exuded power equal to that of a human mid-stage Spirit Knight. 
 
    Having mounted one of the beasts by using the element of surprise, he raised the Black Blade, imbuing it with the mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart, and struck the creature’s head. The sword, flashing black, hit the sturdy scales. Since it was now at the Imperial level, it cut the beast easily, spraying green blood everywhere. 
 
    With a shrill, high-pitched cry, the other two beasts, upon seeing their friend disappear amid the dark clouds, attacked him recklessly. Hadjar swung his sword and sent crescents of energy out. The dark energy didn’t target his attackers, but the fallen beast instead, and cut its corpse into three pieces. With an effort of will, Hadjar put the smallest of them into his spatial ring. He needed the cores of flying monsters at the King Stage or higher in order to make progress in his ‘Path through the Clouds’ meditation Technique. And because he didn’t have enough time to cut the core out of the monster, he simply took a few pounds of meat with him. Unfortunately, this move had cost him a few precious seconds, and now, hanging on to the rope, he looked like an easy target. 
 
    The nearest of the monsters opened its fanged maw wide and attacked. Hadjar, holding the Black Blade in front of him, prepared to defend himself, but just then, a vibration passed along the rope. A cannonball, leaving a trail of acrid gray smoke in its wake, struck the flying beast. It didn’t hurt it, but it did jostle it, making it sink its fangs into its friend’s tail. The two creatures roared and struggled to disentangle themselves from each other and charge Hadjar, but it was too late. 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
 
    Hadjar’s blade slashed through the air with savage ferocity. Behind it, the silhouette of a huge, black sword loomed in the sky. Leaving a smoky coil of darkness trailing behind it, it descended upon the monsters. A few moments later, chunks of bloodied meat plummeted toward the ground. Hadjar added two more cores to his collection. 
 
    Hanging on to the rope, he looked at the vortex and the several hundred monsters around it. Those three must’ve been scouts. 
 
    Some of the monsters were more than fifty feet long and had five or even six pairs of wings. They appeared to be at the advanced Ancient Beast Stage. 
 
    “Damn it,” Hadjar swore. 
 
    He yanked on the rope and leapt back onto the deck. When he landed, he sent away his Call and the Black Blade so as not to waste his power. The latter still needed to digest the Spirit particles it had absorbed when it had stabbed the flying monsters. Hadjar sensed that the Black Blade would probably need to absorb the Spirits of more than ten Primeval Giants to reach the next level. 
 
    “What’s the situation like?” Derek asked, standing at the helm. 
 
    Hadjar turned around and looked at the crew. The girls clung desperately to the cannon, as if hoping it could protect them. Steppe Fang might’ve believed in their victory, but he wasn’t much help at the moment. Derek was wrapped in so many ropes that he looked like a mummy. Should he tell them that the huge creatures hovering in the sky ahead of them were almost as powerful as Primeval Giants? 
 
    “We’re probably gonna die,” Hadjar said cheerfully. 
 
    “What?” Derek asked in confusion. 
 
    “What do you mean, North Wind?” The orc frowned. 
 
    He could hardly stand, but he still tried not to show his weakness. Hadjar suddenly realized that the orc was the one who had shot down the beast. 
 
    “The land of the Dah’Khasses is below us. It would be impossible to cross it on foot.” Hadjar descended from the bridge and opened the iron grating that blocked the way to the weapons hold. “And there’s a swarm of flying beasts in front of us.” 
 
    “But you dealt with some of them easily enough,” Alea said uncertainly. 
 
    Hadjar examined the hold and winced slightly. It needed a lot of repairs. It was amazing that they’d even managed to take off with these cracked and rotten boards everywhere. He wondered how the schooner was still flying. 
 
    “I dealt with three of them!” He shouted in response. He pushed aside a mat and closed his eyes. “There are hundreds of them! And they’re pretty powerful!” 
 
    Under the mat were dozens of blue crystals. Each was as long as his hand, and they’d been left there to absorb energy for many years. Walking past them, Hadjar found two chests among the piles of junk that the schooner’s previous owner had gathered. 
 
    “Hopefully, these will help,” he whispered, dragging them up to the deck. 
 
    “Why are you-” Alea suddenly realized what he was doing and murmured, “We-he-he-ell…” 
 
    “Are you sure we can pull it off?” Irma asked, still stroking Azrea, who was wagging her tail happily. She was purring as she played with the girl’s hair. 
 
    “We have to try-” 
 
    “Am I the only one who doesn’t understand what’s going on here?” Derek shouted. “We’re heading straight into a nest of deadly creatures, and you’re talking about chests?” 
 
    “Those chests contain a flammable tar mixture,” Alea explained. 
 
    “And we have cannons,” Irma added. Azrea meowed. 
 
    “What do you mean? Wait...” He suddenly turned pale. “We’re going-” 
 
    “-to make napalm,” Hadjar finished for him. “We’ll shoot napalm at the creatures. While they’re distracted by the fire, we’ll break through to the vortex… Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “Well, I hope we will.” Hadjar shrugged. 
 
    Derek grabbed the mast. 
 
    “Oh, by the gods,” he wailed, “I hate flying!” 
 
    For the first time ever, Steppe Fang agreed with him. 
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    [image: ]It didn’t take long to prepare the napalm. The only difficult part was weaving a sort of energy cocoon around the bags that were then placed into the cannon together with some cannonballs. The cocoon prevented the mixture from exploding right then and there. 
 
    Alea had had to figure out how to do this quickly as she didn’t have much choice. The ‘Drunken Goose’ was sailing straight toward the vortex and its guardians at full speed. 
 
    The lever that controlled the hieroglyph had only three commands: takeoff, flight, and anchoring. The third option had malfunctioned and no longer worked, so Hadjar couldn’t make the schooner stop or slow down. 
 
    “Get ready!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    Even though he had secured the helm with two planks he’d dragged from the hold, he knew that they’d feel some serious turbulence the moment they entered the vortex of swirling blue and black clouds and crimson lightning bolts. 
 
    Standing at the bow, cloak flapping in the wind, Hadjar held the Black Blade in one hand and a simple light bomb in the other. 
 
    The schooner, surrounded by its protective shields, flew closer to the monsters. When they got close enough, Hadjar finally realized why they were so numerous: they were busy devouring the ash that was falling from the clouds. Hadjar didn’t care to find out whether the Dah’Khasses had done this on purpose or not. 
 
    The monsters, pausing their feast, turned their heads in different directions and sniffed. They sensed the approach of something, but couldn’t figure out where the threat was coming from. The more monsters came close to them, the worse the shields worked. Hadjar, standing on the prow, felt their hungry eyes on him. He knew that they still couldn’t see them. They would’ve attacked if they could. However, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. 
 
    The schooner moved through the swarm. Fortunately, the beasts were at a fair distance from each other, so it didn’t brush against any of them. Hadjar could imagine the bloodbath that would’ve ensued otherwise. 
 
    “Help us, gods,” Derek whined, holding a torch near the cannon’s fuse. 
 
    Everyone was in place, waiting for the signal. 
 
    The closer the schooner got to the center of the anomaly, the more powerful the monsters became. The three beasts that Hadjar had fought against looked like worms compared to the fourteen-winged monstrosities flying around the ‘Drunken Goose’ right now. They bit into the black clouds that had been hardened by the fire of lightning bolts. Each beast was stronger than a Primeval Giant. 
 
    “What would happen if... No, what will happen when we deal with the Dah’Khasses?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know the answer to that question. The schooner had come so close to the center of the anomaly that the powerful winds no longer battered the sail, and instead seemed like they were going to tear it right off. 
 
    The schooner began to vibrate again; rivets were starting to pop out of the stern. One of them flew out, making a hole in the side and causing the schooner to sway in the process, and struck one monster directly in the eye. Compared to it, the metal pin looked smaller than a mosquito, but when a mosquito bit your eye... Throwing back its massive head, the monster roared so loudly that the rest of its brethren stopped eating. The bigger ones lazily shifted their gazes toward the wounded one, while the smaller beasts, summoned by the roar, flew over. 
 
    “Damn it,” Hadjar swore. “Get ready! On my signal!” He shouted as he jumped off the deck. 
 
    As soon as he passed through the shield, the monsters roared and turned toward him. He feared that they might call on their smaller relatives to join the hunt. 
 
    Over five hundred hungry serpents followed Hadjar, who was dangling on the rope like bait. They whirled around each other, merging into a single stream of green scales, snarling maws, and flapping wings. 
 
    “Come on. Come on,” Hadjar whispered, watching the center of the anomaly get closer to him. 
 
    At some point, the wind resistance became so strong that Hadjar had to form the tip of a ghostly sword in front of him. Created from his willpower and imbued with the mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart, it cut through the wind, allowing the schooner to keep sailing forward, attracting the attention of the bigger monsters. Sensing the power of the Weapon’s Heart level, they rushed after Hadjar. To them, prey with such a deep understanding of the essence of the universe was even more desirable than prey with a strong core. They could get stronger in battle, but gaining knowledge was a different matter. 
 
    Tearing through the ash, the smaller serpents, which were screaming in fright, reached Hadjar in a heartbeat. Ignoring the ‘Drunken Goose’, whose shields could barely withstand their eerie aura, the nearest monster opened its mouth. The entirety of Fort Boltoy could’ve easily fit inside its toothy maw. 
 
    “That’s right!” 
 
    Acting as both the bait and the hook, Hadjar had managed to lure the monster into his trap. When the edge of the anomaly was about a hundred feet away, Hadjar swung his blade, aiming for the beast’s core. His energy responded and surged through his bright meridians filled with power, pouring simultaneously into his physical and energy bodies. 
 
    “Spring Wind!” He shouted, creating an X-shaped energy attack that was as thick and bright as the one Tom had used. He’d soon be able to perform attacks on Anise’s level. Her understanding of the Sword was still deeper than Hadjar’s. 
 
    The attack turned and expanded, creating a four-pointed star that collided with the vortex. Lightning bolts hissed like wounded snakes, and the clouds were ripped apart like paper, revealing tons of volcanic ash in the shape of a giant mushroom. It was reminiscent of the aftermath of a gunpowder charge going off during a siege. Hadjar could see nothing through the seemingly endless darkness that surrounded them. With an effort of will, he lit the grenade’s fuse and threw it at the monster. The beast staggered in confusion, and was immediately illuminated by the flash of bright light. 
 
    “Open fire!” Hadjar cried. 
 
    The Lascanians shot at the target. The bag and the cannonball slammed into the monster’s head. As Alea’s energy cocoon collapsed, the beast exploded in a cloud of liquid flame that immediately lit up the ash and spread like a forest fire. The roars of hundreds of monsters filled the air. They screamed and struggled, trying to put out the flames, but only hurt themselves more in the process by scattering clumps of fire everywhere and spreading it further. 
 
    “What now?” The trio asked. 
 
    Flames caressed their boat’s restored shield, burning small holes in it. 
 
    “Now it’s time to ride the wave!” 
 
    Hadjar climbed back onto the deck, dispersing the ghostly sword. 
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    [image: ]As soon as the sword disappeared, the wind picked up the ‘Drunken Goose’ like it weighed nothing and pulled it and everything around it into the vortex. 
 
    “Hold on,” Hadjar whispered, stroking the side of the schooner, his gaze focused on the whirlwind of ash, flames, and burning piles of feathers and flesh. “Just hold on a little longer, please.” 
 
    “We’re all going to die!” Derek cried out miserably, hugging the mast. 
 
    Steppe Fang joined him. The girls threw the cracked cannon overboard. It plummeted straight down, disappearing into the spiraling firestorm in the center of the vortex. Hadjar suddenly spotted the monster that had recently tried to devour him. 
 
    “Bye-bye.” He grinned broadly. 
 
    Hadjar leaned on the helm and almost spun with it. The vortex’s pull was so strong that the wood could barely withstand it. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Hadjar leveled out the warped schooner, then drew power from his core. Soaking his meridians in it, he let it seep into his body. His muscles bulged, his veins swelled, and his feet shattered the planks. He’d seen Steppe Fang perform this trick when he’d lifted the schooner. 
 
    “Whoa!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    He spun the helm with ease, almost forcing the schooner onto its side. Pushing the lever slightly, he made the vessel tilt forward a bit. Thanks to the wind, this was enough to send the schooner flying straight down into the river of burning ash. Pressing down on the pedal, Hadjar filled the hieroglyph with all the energy it could handle and restored the shield. Then he drew the Black Blade and attacked the mast. 
 
    “Have you gone crazy?” Derek shouted. 
 
    He shouted something else as well, but Hadjar didn’t hear him. After cutting down the mast, he pushed it with an effort of will so that it landed on the bow, then sharpened it with another slash. The ‘Drunken Goose’ crashed into the monster at full speed. The masthead, weighted down by the schooner, sank into its tough flesh. 
 
    Riding atop the flaming monster, they raced into the vortex filled with hundreds of lightning bolts. Hadjar wouldn’t be the Mad General if he relied purely on luck. Sometimes, you just had to be so crazy that even the world couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Derek!” He shouted over the roar of the flames, the monster’s screams, and the whistling of the wind. “Come here!” 
 
    “Me?” The Lascanian screamed back in panic. “No way! I-” 
 
    “Come here this instant!” The mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart flared up around Hadjar. “You’re the only one who can handle the helm right now!” 
 
    Derek, realizing that Hadjar was serious, swallowed hard and hesitantly let go of the mast. Despite a wild jolt that sent splinters flying into the air, he reached the bridge. As soon as he put his hand on the railing, the charred body of a giant serpent with four wings flew through the shield. Before Derek even got a chance to react, Hadjar chopped the monster into several pieces. A torrent of green blood showered Derek, and the fourth core appeared in Hadjar’s spatial ring. 
 
    “Hurry up!” 
 
    “I’m trying!” 
 
    Pale-faced, Derek stepped over the chunks of flesh, almost slipping on the blood-soaked wood, but managed to reach the bridge. Holding the helm, Hadjar moved to the side. 
 
    “Take control. Drive us straight into the vortex.” 
 
    Derek doubled over as he gripped the helm. Clenching his teeth, he managed to straighten it out with a herculean effort. 
 
    “W-w-where are you going?” He asked hoarsely. 
 
    Without answering him, Hadjar cut the rope tethering him to the ship and, followed by worried shouts, jumped overboard again. Wrapped in his Call, he landed on the monster’s back. Outside the shield, chaos reigned. The burning ash exuded such an incredible heat that it could’ve instantly melted ordinary metal. The heavy atmosphere could’ve ground stone into fine powder, and the monster’s aura, which was equal to the Lord level, turned into a tsunami of power. Even after Steppe Fang’s trials and training, Hadjar still couldn’t spend more than ten seconds here. Fortunately, he wouldn’t need to. 
 
    He ran up the monster’s back and toward its head. There, protected by its incredibly strong flesh that was enduring all this chaos even now, was the core he needed. Upon reaching its head, he jumped over it. Greed would cost him his life right now. 
 
    Standing atop the serpent’s head, Hadjar stared fearlessly into the vortex. He was well aware that if the schooner entered it right now, he’d suffer the same fate as the serpents. That meant… 
 
    His cloak of black fog fluttering behind him, Hadjar prepared for the maddest stunt he’d ever tried to pull. The closer they got to the vortex, the faster the wind moved, followed by fiery tornadoes filled with lightning bolts and dying monsters. 
 
    The serpent’s head entered the vortex. The creature’s body twitched and then went limp and lifeless. 
 
    “A bit more,” he whispered, gripping the blade. “Just a little bit more…” 
 
    His cloak fluttered harder. Hadjar felt like he was about to be torn from the serpent. 
 
    Resisting the pull, he waited... 
 
    “Now! Black Wind!” 
 
    A huge, black blade plunged into the tangle of lightning bolts, creating an explosion of incredible power. Scarlet-gold blasts of energy shot out from the epicenter and threw Hadjar back. As he flew, he watched the serpent’s glittering core get destroyed with a heavy sigh of regret. 
 
    He almost flew past the ‘Drunken Goose’, but Hadjar was caught by a thin, female hand just in time. 
 
    “Hold on!” Irma shouted. 
 
    She was standing on the very edge of the railing, dangerously close to falling into the burning abyss. Hadjar, thanking the girl with a nod, collapsed onto the deck and stabbed his sword into the planks. 
 
    The explosion blew away the black clouds and the flames. The schooner plummeted like a stone. Everyone closed their eyes. 
 
    Then Hadjar saw the rapidly approaching rocks. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck!” 
 
    Falling from the sky, the ‘Drunken Goose’ crashed into the rocks at full speed. 
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    Hadjar slowly came to his senses. 
 
    Again? Flashed through his mind. After patting himself down to make sure he was still in one piece, he sat up abruptly and realized that he felt better than he looked: he had a bruise on his left arm, a broken rib, a long cut on his left leg, and his clothes were nearly done for, but he was alive and able to move. 
 
    Leaning back against the cold rocks, he looked around. Ash still obscured the sky, the flashes of scarlet lightning illuminating it only slightly. The atmosphere, as before, pressed down on his shoulders like a slab of granite. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that they’d managed to get through the anomaly. It was unlikely that anyone from ‘The Holy Sky’ School, even personal disciples, could boast about accomplishing such an impressive feat. 
 
    Moving his gaze from the sky to the sharp rocks, he noticed the schooner’s wreckage: the keel and the stern had a gaping hole in them, and the sails had been torn apart. Chunks of wood were scattered everywhere, along with shattered crystals and magic dust. 
 
    It was a miracle that they had somehow survived. 
 
    He spotted Steppe Fang sitting cross-legged and roasting something over a small fire. He was using the boards from the schooner as firewood. 
 
    “Where-” 
 
    Steppe Fang pointed behind him before Hadjar could even finish his question. Lying side by side, bloodied and bruised, where the three Lascanians. Irma had a bone protruding from her leg. This little adventure had cost them a lot more than it had Hadjar and the orc. 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “Your furry friend,” Steppe Fang rumbled, “she saved us.” 
 
    Hadjar felt something small cuddle up to him. Azrea had curled up next to him and was trembling slightly. There were red spots on her white fur. 
 
    “Azrea!” 
 
    “She’s all right,” the orc assured him. “I gave her some medicine. She’s strong, but she’ll still need to sleep for a week to recover fully.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Steppe Fang gratefully. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. I merely paid her back, North Wind. If it hadn’t been for her, we would’ve died.” 
 
    Hadjar carefully picked up the small cub. She was breathing heavily and clutching her injured paw. 
 
    “Good girl,” he whispered, stroking her head with his finger. Slowly, gingerly, he put her inside his shirt, right next to his chest. “How long have we been here?” 
 
    “Half a day.” 
 
    Having finished roasting some sort of root, Steppe Fang wrapped it in leaves and walked over to Irma. He placed the bundle on her wound and bandaged her leg using a few strips of cloth from the sail. The girl’s groans grew quieter, and her breathing steadied. Her leg looked less swollen now. 
 
    Steppe Fang went back to the fire, took some more leaves and roots from his bag, and began to grind them in the mortar. 
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t suggesting that we leave them here.” 
 
    The orc remained silent for a while, grinding the leaves into paste and squeezing their fragrant juices out of them. From time to time, he crushed some roots with his fingers. Sometimes, he would chew them and then spit them back into the mortar. 
 
    “I want to,” he said at last. “But dying out here means only one thing — becoming a servant of the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    Hadjar sensed the presence of an odd, alien energy in the atmosphere. He had no doubt that the orc was telling the truth. However, this didn’t explain why he was being so nice to the trio. Hadjar watched him tend to the wounded for a while, then got to his feet and walked toward the cliff. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend it,” Steppe Fang said. 
 
    Holding Derek’s nose and lifting his head, he forced him to swallow the bitter contents of one of his vials. With each sip of the concoction, the young man looked healthier. His bruises disappeared and his superficial wounds healed. Even his energy body, which wasn’t in the best condition, gradually recovered. His torn meridians reconnected and his nodes were filled with power. Watching the orc prepare all the medicine without using special Techniques confirmed Hadjar’s belief that the orcs’ alchemy was much better than that of the humans. 
 
    “I’m no novice when it comes to scouting and hunting, giant.” Hadjar tied his hair back, and, straightening his torn clothes, began to climb down the rocks. “I’ll be back in a few hours.” 
 
    Steppe Fang said something in response, but Hadjar didn’t hear him as he descended into the gorge. The wind, sticky and heavy, ruffled his hair. The farther down he went, the more strongly he sensed the presence of the alien energy. He felt like he was trying to move through tar. The ground became drier with each step he took. It was getting harder to breathe and his vision was getting blurry. 
 
    “Damn it,” he swore and urged his inner dragon to help him. 
 
    The black cloak enveloped him, and the pressure decreased immediately. It became easier to breathe. However, his Call, even though it was now of the advanced kind, still couldn’t last for more than half an hour. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know what would happen to the Lascanians. It was unlikely that they could survive even a few minutes in this gorge, injured or not. He hoped Steppe Fang had some sort of potion that could help them deal with it. 
 
    When the ground was only a few feet away, Hadjar jumped down, landed on the rocks, and immediately ducked into the nearest crevice. Cautiously peeking out from his shelter, he took out his telescope, covered it with his hand so that the sun’s  glare wouldn’t hit him, and reflexively gestured that there were many predators around. Realizing that he was alone, he heaved a weary sigh. He missed Nero having his back, not to mention Einen and his crazy adventures. Chasing away the memories of his fight against the nomads and Sunshine Sankesh, Hadjar looked around. He didn’t see any Dah’Khasses, but he did see a lot of their slaves. 
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    The undead were everywhere. Some looked relatively ‘fresh’, their skin still intact. Through the claw marks on their armor, which was usually covered in a thick layer of dried blood, one could see the pink glimmer of their internal organs. Some of them even bore the coat of arms of the Lascan Empire. A little farther away were the less preserved specimens, which the Dah’Khasses had enslaved a long time ago. 
 
    The peasants still held their pitchforks and scythes. Among the slaves were children, old people, men, women, and even orcs, whose skin was no longer red, but a deep purple. Glassy-eyed, all of them stared into nothingness. Even farther back were the skeletons. Their bones weren’t white, but black and covered in ash like it was their armor. 
 
    In addition to humans and orcs, there were also creatures that Hadjar had never seen before. Some had four legs, while others were fifteen-foot-tall humanoids with long, dirty hair and three white eyes. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    Hadjar suddenly felt a sharp twinge of desire and lust. Putting the telescope back into his spatial ring, he covered his head with the cloak and ducked. The schooner’s crash site was on the opposite side of the gorge ― the ‘Drunken Goose’ had landed in the heart of the enemy’s territory. 
 
    “Did the fields fill up today?” asked a dry, inhuman voice. 
 
    Lying under the cloak, Hadjar hoped that he was out of the creature’s sight. The dark crevice should be able to hide him, and his energy was completely masked by his Call. 
 
    Riding undead horses with hooves and eyes wreathed in green flames, three of the most beautiful people he’d ever seen passed by his shelter. However, none of them were human. The aura they emanated was comparable to the initial stage of the Lord level. 
 
    Fields? Hadjar thought. Oddly fitting. 
 
    The slaves stood there like ears of corn during the harvest season. They even swayed to the rhythm of the wind. If there hadn’t still been a semblance of life left in them, they would’ve looked like statues made by some demented artist. 
 
    The one who’d asked the question was a tall, stately young man. Dressed in expensive clothes, with a cloak embroidered with gold and emerald threads, he looked at the ‘fields’ with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Yes, my Prince,” one of the demonesses who rode behind him answered. “Kermeya’s squad captured the last human fort on the southeastern border.” 
 
    Tall, with an impressive bosom, strong thighs, and a narrow waist, she could’ve easily seduced him. She was so alluring that he didn’t even care about the fact that this wasn’t her true form. 
 
    “My Prince.” The second demoness rode forward. Although she was a bit less attractive than her companion, she was still breathtaking nonetheless. 
 
    “You may speak, Arkemeya,” the young man said, continuing his examination of the fields. 
 
    Hadjar wondered if the gods were so eager to see him succeed that they’d had him come across none other than the Prince of the Dah’Khasses. He’d never been a particularly lucky individual, so he was certain that the Seventh Heaven had had something to do with this. 
 
    “The servants and the squad returned, but Kermeya herself didn’t.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything-” 
 
    The Prince silenced the first demoness with a single imperious look. 
 
    “What do you think happened, Arkemeya?” He asked. 
 
    Ignoring the look full of envy and hatred the other demoness shot her, Arkemeya continued: “My Prince, our scouts keep reporting that the orcs have gone deeper into the lands of the Lascanian Empire.” 
 
    “Those oafs finally decided to leave,” the Prince snorted. “For thousands of years, they’ve been joining the ranks of our servants. They seem to have finally realized that their actions are no more than a futile attempt to delay the inevitable.” 
 
    “During those thousands of years, my Prince,” Arkemeya bowed slightly, “the orcs waged an endless war against us. Hundreds of our people died at their hands.” 
 
    “And hundreds of thousands of orcs are here now.” The Prince waved his hand over the gorge. “In our fields. Waiting for the signal to go into battle. When we take the borderlands of Lascan and Darnassus and establish our Empire, the Seventh Heaven will have no choice but to leave us alone. We’ll become part of the laws of the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    Hadjar raised an eyebrow in confusion. Judging by the look on the faces of the demonesses, the Prince had touched on some extremely important topic. 
 
    “If Kermeya was murdered-” 
 
    “Shut up, Arkemeya!” The first demoness shrieked. “Pitiful half-breed… How much of our Prince’s time do you plan to waste?” 
 
    A half-breed? Is the other half human or orc? Judging by her unnaturally blue eyes, I’d say she’s half human. 
 
    “I’m not wasting the Prince’s time, Takemeya.” A threat could be heard in Arkemeya’s calm voice. “But I’ll be glad to waste yours.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Takemeya hissed as her hair gradually pulled back into her skull. Her clothes turned into parchment-like skin, and leathery wings spread out behind her. “You fucking bag of bones-” 
 
    The Prince’s aura pressed down on them. Even Hadjar, who was hidden by his Call, still felt sick. Takemeya returned to her ‘human’ form and was forced to cling to her horse’s neck. However, something strange happened to Arkemeya. Although she was still sitting upright in the saddle, her face paled and she trembled slightly. To Hadjar’s astonishment, red blood began to flow from her nose ― human blood. 
 
    “Wipe your face,” the Prince said and reigned in his aura. “You know how your blood affects our tribe.” 
 
    “Yes, my Prince.” Arkemeya nodded and, contrary to all norms of etiquette, wiped the blood away with her sleeve. As far as Hadjar could tell, her clothes were real. “I’m sorry, my Prince.” 
 
    They remained silent for a while. 
 
    “We won’t discuss Kermeya any further,” the Prince finally proclaimed as he turned his horse toward the road. Damn it, the blasted demons even had roads in the gorge! Good roads at that! “Her predilection for human men and their seed is well-known to all. She’ll return in time. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “But, my Prince, our father-” 
 
    “My father!” The Prince snapped, assuming an eerie form for a moment. “If you say ‘our father’ again, you’ll join your mother in the fields. Is that clear, half-breed?” 
 
    “Yes, my Prince.” Arkemeya bowed her head, but her blue eyes flashed with indignation. “As you command, my Prince.” 
 
    “Attend me, Takemeya. And you, Arkemeya… If you’re so concerned about the security of our borders, stay here. Stay here for three weeks… No, for three months. Keep watch.” 
 
    “Yes, my Prince.” 
 
    The Prince spurred his horse down the hill. Takemeya sneered at Arkemeya and rode after him. 
 
    Waiting until they disappeared behind the hills, Hadjar decided to act. He had thought up another crazy plan. Capturing a demon meant capturing a creature equal in power to a human Lord, after all. 
 
    Just like he’d done during the storm, he directed his energy from his core to his meridians, and then into his body. Using the sixth stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique, he disappeared in a puff of black fog. 
 
    “Don’t move.” Hadjar placed the tip of his blade between Arkemeya’s shoulder blades. “If I so much as feel your energy, my sword will devour you before you even turn around.” 
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    Hadjar had honestly had no idea that he could move so quickly. However, he was well aware of the fact that he was still far from Anise Dinos’ speed, but at least he was now faster than her brother. 
 
    Hmm, I wonder why she never tried to become anyone’s personal disciple… She certainly has what it takes, he thought and then immediately shook his head. He had to focus. 
 
    Looking back at the demoness, he was shocked to find that he’d been able to capture such a strong creature. Holding her by the throat, the Black Blade pressed against her back, they stood in silence for a moment. He made sure that his blade didn’t sink into her energy body, but he still kept its predatory wisps of hungry fog dangerously close to her meridians and nodes. 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want?” Arkemeya asked. 
 
    Hadjar smiled broadly. 
 
    “You’re a scout, aren’t you?” He asked back. 
 
    Judging by the way her neck muscles tensed, Arkemeya also smiled. 
 
    “You’re either very brave or very stupid. In any case, I’ll get all the information I need out of you, and then you’ll take your place in our fields.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to say hello to your mother… Don’t move!” 
 
    Feeling the energy stirring inside Arkemeya, Hadjar allowed the Black Blade to take a nibble of her Spirit. 
 
    “One more word about my mother, human,” she hissed threateningly, “and, by the Evening Stars, I’ll send you to your forefathers even if it costs me my life.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. It had been a long time since he’d heard anyone other than Einen and himself mention the Evening Stars. 
 
    “Are you from the Sea of Sand?” 
 
    The girl shuddered at his question. 
 
     After she’d mentioned the Evening Stars, Hadjar had involuntarily began to think of her as human. 
 
    “You must be very proud… You’ve captured a demoness. If it hadn’t been for my Prince, human, I would’ve crushed you.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Hadjar replied. “You failed to detect me while I was listening in on your con-” 
 
    Hadjar stopped talking, but it was already too late. He’d said too much. Arkemeya just smiled. 
 
    “Stupid boy,” she hissed. “I’ve been manipulating idiots since before your parents walked this earth.” 
 
    “Ugh, shut up!” Hadjar sighed. “Someone is always older than the stars, someone is always older than the earth, than the sky, than the pebbles in the river. By the way, you can stop bluffing, I know you’re younger than me.” He twisted the Black Blade, letting it eat some more of her Spirit and making her groan in pain. “You’re 23. No, 21. You’re 21 years old. Which means this ‘boy’ is older than you.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment. Hadjar squeezed his sword’s handle tighter, aware that Arkemeya wouldn’t really tell him anything useful as she knew that he couldn’t let her walk out of here alive. 
 
     Fucking intrigue! He clenched his teeth to prevent himself from cursing out loud. He’d avoided interrogating people even back when he’d been the Mad General. He’d given the scouts and the torturers a list of questions, and then waited for answers. He’d never asked them how they got the info out of the prisoners. He’d slept much better that way. 
 
    “How many of you are there?” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The smell of flowers in Arkemeya’s hair was a stark contrast to the lifeless rocks of the gorge and the black ash that was still falling from the sky. 
 
    “Why should I answer your questions, human? You’re going to kill me anyway. Let’s just get this over with. Take my life, and hope that your death will be quick. You won’t leave this gorge alive.” 
 
    Removing his hand from her throat, Hadjar cut his palm with the Black Blade and held it out in front of the demoness. 
 
    “I swear on my parents’ graves that I won’t take your life.” 
 
    His blood flared and the wound instantly healed. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Arkemeya stated. “Do you really think that’s enough to make me talk? Do you think I’m so weak and cowardly that I value my life more than my Prince’s?” 
 
    “I won’t take your life.” Hadjar let the Black Blade eat some more of her Spirit. Arkemeya cried out in pain. “But I will let my sword devour your energy body. You won’t die, but trust me, living as a mortal cripple is a fate worse than death.” 
 
    Silence fell over them once again. Hadjar took the opportunity to get a better look at Arkemeya. Her wavy, raven hair fell over her thin, pale shoulders and back. Slender fingers clutched the hilts of two curved sabers sheathed on her wide hips. She wasn’t the most beautiful of the Dah’Khasses, but in Dahanatan, she would’ve had a lot of admirers. 
 
    “There’s 7329 of us, ranging from the initial stage of the Spirit Knight level to the peak stage of the Lord level,” Arkemeya suddenly said. 
 
    “Wise choice.” Hadjar nodded. “What level are the King and Queen?” 
 
    “The initial stage of the Nameless level.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know what level the Emperors of Darnassus and Lascan were exactly, but he guessed that they were close to that. By the Heavens, they had to kill someone as powerful as an Emperor! 
 
    “Where does the King live?” 
 
    “In the Palace.” 
 
    “I repeat: where does the King live?” 
 
    “In the Palace,” Arkemeya repeated with a huff. Before Hadjar sent a mental command to the Black Blade, she added: “I’m bound by an oath, you idiot! I can’t just tell you where the King lives!” 
 
    Hadjar swore. 
 
    “But you can show me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Swear it.” 
 
    “Will you let me draw my weapon?” 
 
    “No. Hold out your hand.” 
 
    Arkemeya did so obediently. Forming a ghostly blade using his will and the mysteries of the Weapon’s Heart, he cut the demoness’ palm with it. He only managed to scratch her a little while feeling resistance equal to a Heaven level artifact. He stared at the demoness in disbelief. Arkemeya was as powerful as the best Mentors of ‘The Holy Sky’ School! If they let the Dah’Khasses out of the gorge, they’d really be able to create their own Empire. 
 
    “The Weapon’s Heart?” Arkemeya asked in surprise. “Well, maybe you aren’t an idiot after all. I’ve never heard of a Heaven Soldier with such a deep understanding of a Weapon’s Spirit before.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment. Now repeat after me.” 
 
    It took them about ten minutes to make a blood oath, not because Arkemeya argued with him, but because Hadjar changed the wording many times, as there were just too many loopholes to account for. The oath he ended up settling on was so long that it wouldn’t have fit in a scroll. However, it was foolproof. 
 
    When Arkemeya’s blood finally flashed gold and the wound healed, she lost the ability to act independently. He felt disgusted with himself when he realized that by forcing her to swear that oath, he’d basically made her into a slave. 
 
    “Will you put your sword away now?” 
 
    Hadjar pulled the Black Blade out of her back, but then immediately cut off a piece of his cloak and blindfolded her. 
 
    “What are you-” 
 
    “Be quiet and follow me,” he ordered. Arkemeya closed her mouth and did so. 
 
    Blindfolded and bound, she was more submissive than a tame dog. It was an unpleasant sight. 
 
    By the High Heavens, what will my forefathers think of me after this? 
 
    Hadjar turned away from her. By doing so, he failed to notice a black tear roll down the demoness’ cheek as he led her toward the rocks. 
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     “What is this strange cloak?’ Arkemeya asked after several minutes of silence. 
 
    They crawled along the sheer cliff, clinging to even the smallest ledges and ignoring the wild gusts of wind. No mortal would’ve been able to withstand these harsh conditions. 
 
    Hadjar knew that blindfolding Arkemeya was a useless gesture. He’d done so out of habit, not necessity. However, the demoness had soon begun to complain about not being able to orient herself, claiming that she couldn’t even see energy like this. Hadjar knew that she wasn’t lying as the oath prevented her from doing so while they were still within the territory of the Dah’Khasses. What’s more, she couldn’t take his life for six years after they parted ways. However, the oath didn’t prevent her from trying to find out something about him. 
 
    “It’s a simple cloak.” Hadjar shrugged and pulled the half-breed up by a simple rope. “The more you talk, the longer it’ll take us to get-” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Hadjar swore and stopped talking, convinced that he’d probably just said something he shouldn’t have. 
 
    Then again, he’d never thought of himself as a good strategist. His understanding of subterfuge was limited to sneaking around and creating diversions. He’d usually let the pros handle the rest. And judging by the fact that Arkemeya had survived among the demons for this long, she must’ve been a pro. 
 
    Damn it! I captured the daughter of the Dah’Khasses’ King! He realized. 
 
    “Your accent, human… It’s strange.” They continued to climb, looking like bugs against the backdrop of the huge mountain shrouded in black clouds. 
 
    “I’m from Lidus,” Hadjar replied casually. 
 
    “You fool!” She laughed. “Rivers of blood will run through your lands when my troops get there!” 
 
    “Good luck with that. You’ll have to cross the Darnassus Empire first. By the way, you’re not allowed to tell anyone that I’m related to any Empire other than Lascan. I forbid it.” 
 
    He could see her eyes narrow in annoyance despite the blindfold. 
 
    “Tell that to your parents, whom I’ll personally place next to you in our fields.” 
 
    Hadjar laughed. 
 
    “To do that, you’d have to go to your forefathers first… Do Dah’Khasses even have forefathers? Ah, but you aren’t a Dah-” 
 
    The rope that Hadjar had wrapped around himself and the demoness suddenly tightened and he felt a frighteningly abnormal disturbance in the flows of energy. Turning around, he saw Arkemeya emanating a golden glow. Having never encountered such a power before, he stared at her in bewilderment, convinced that she could easily kill even Freya, the strongest creature he’d met in this world so far. 
 
     “One more word, human,” Arkemeya hissed, either from anger or from the pain caused by her attempt to break her oath, “and we’ll die together.” 
 
    “Calm down,” he said. “I don’t plan on dying today. I just don’t like you trying to mock me.” 
 
    Arkemeya hissed something in an unfamiliar language and let go of the rope. They walked the rest of the way in silence. 
 
    When they reached the plateau, Hadjar dispelled his Call, as it was draining his energy far too quickly… 
 
    Arkemeya touched her face. “It’s gone,” she said, surprised. 
 
    “Wow,” Hadjar whispered in amazement, gaze focused on something in front of him. 
 
    Arkemeya looked over at him. She wanted to say something, but couldn’t. Staring ahead, she looked like a child that had been taken from her village to the big city for the first time. She looked at the wet stones and the raindrops as if they were a miracle. There was no such beauty to be found in her lands. 
 
    Mesmerized, she held her hand out toward the rain, then closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Hadjar sat down on a nearby rock and looked at her. He neither liked nor hated her. He didn’t feel anger or pity for her, either. In his eyes, Arkemeya was just another opponent that he had to defeat in order to survive. 
 
    He remembered a time when he’d stood in the rain just like she was standing now, back when he and Einen had kicked a ball around in the dirt. By the Evening Stars, it had been the happiest few minutes of the last two long years of his life. He didn’t want to deprive the demoness of such joy, even if she was his enemy. 
 
    He wasn’t sentimental… 
 
    Or so he kept telling himself. 
 
    “Taste it,” he said, smiling slightly. 
 
    Arkemeya opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. 
 
    “Water,” she whispered. “They told me about it when I was a child.” 
 
    “Did your mother tell you about it?” 
 
    This time, Arkemeya didn’t get angry. 
 
    “She was from Kurkhadan.” The familiar name brought back memories and reminded Hadjar that there were no coincidences in this world or his life. “She told me that there was a lot of water there.” 
 
    “It really is a beautiful place.” 
 
    “Have you been there?” She asked and turned to face him. 
 
    Hadjar flinched. In his opinion, Steppe Fang seemed more human than her. No matter who her mother was, no matter what color her blood was, she’d still been raised by demons, and was thus closer to them than to humanity. 
 
    “I have.” Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Hadjar looked toward their camp and felt the memories of the days he’d spent in the oasis flow back to him. 
 
    He really wasn’t sentimental… 
 
    …or so he kept telling himself. 
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     “Hello, hunter.” Steppe Fang was still sitting next to the fire and grinding something in his mortar. “I can sense that you aren’t alone-” 
 
    He saw Arkemeya, and Hadjar realized a bit too late that having the two meet wasn’t such a good idea. 
 
    “A Dah’Khass!” Steppe Fang roared and jumped to his feet, knocking over the mortar. Two axes appeared in his hands, the silhouette of a wolf emerged behind him, and his body was covered by gray armor that resembled a wolf’s coat. 
 
    “Animal.” 
 
    Arms crossed, Arkemeya observed the orc with a sneer. Steppe Fang snarled in reply, baring his lower fangs, and took a step forward. 
 
    “Calm down, giant,” Hadjar said and stepped between the two. 
 
    “Get out of my way, North Wind!” The orc growled. “I’ll kill this beast!” 
 
    “I know,” Hadjar retorted. “But if you do that, we’ll lose a valuable source of info.” 
 
    Confused, Steppe Fang froze and turned to him. 
 
    “She’s affected your mind, Darkhan.” He swung one of his axes, aiming to hit Hadjar’s head with the blunt side in order to snap him out of it. 
 
    “No! No!” Hadjar waved his hands around frantically. “I captured her and made her swear an oath.” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s eyes widened. He kept shifting his gaze between Hadjar and Arkemeya. 
 
    “You’re strong, Darkhan, I’ll admit it, but she’s stronger than you. And me. And most of the free hunters in my tribe. Only Bear’s Rage can deal with her.” 
 
    “Well, I got lucky.” 
 
    “Or she’s trying to trick you,” the orc persisted. 
 
    Hadjar looked at Arkemeya, who just smiled at him. And although that possibility was there, it was borderline insane. He couldn’t imagine doing anything crazier than surrendering and then pledging an oath to your captor who just happened to be a cultivator. Right now, he could order her to die and she would have to obey. If she refused to kill herself, the World River would do it for her. 
 
    Hadjar shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “Until a few days ago, it was considered impossible to fly over the lands of the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    “Did you really fly over the Black Heaven Curtain?” Arkemeya asked in surprise. Taking a cautious step forward under Steppe Fang’s heavy gaze, she looked at the rocks and the wreckage of the ‘Drunken Goose’. “Hmm…” 
 
    “Hmm? What does ‘hmm’ mean?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said innocently and sat down on a stone. 
 
    Hadjar narrowed his eyes. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    “Arkemeya, I order you to answer my question.” 
 
    “Nothing,” the demoness repeated. 
 
    Hadjar sighed. Why were things always so complicated? 
 
    “This could take forever.” Hadjar rubbed the bridge of his nose wearily. “Or you could save us some time and just tell us what you know.” 
 
    “Or you can just order me to do it, master.” She emphasized the last word with malicious glee. 
 
    Steppe Fang looked at her, then at Hadjar, and then waved his hand dismissively. Sitting back down in front of the fire, he sheathed his axes, dismissed his Call, and, after picking the mortar back up, returned to grinding herbs. 
 
    The Lascanians still lay unconscious behind him. However, they looked better than they had an hour ago. 
 
    Has it really only been an hour? 
 
    “I don’t want to have to order you around,” Hadjar said honestly. 
 
    Arkemeya looked into his eyes. Few people could stand direct eye contact with him. Even Markin, one of the mighty Mentors of ‘The Holy Sky’ School, had looked away first when they’d met. But Arkemeya kept staring. She looked into his eyes without hesitation or fear. Hadjar saw a glimmer of something inhuman in her sky-blue eyes. Something unpleasant. 
 
    “Why?”                                 
 
    “Once, long ago, I used to give orders, and it didn’t lead to anything good.” 
 
    He remembered how the sword of a Spirit Knight had taken the life of his brother. Back then, he’d been weak, but now… Now he’d send him to his forefathers with just two attacks. 
 
    “Liar.” Arkemeya spat out the word. “Don’t try to fool me, you miserable human. Once a slave, always a slave.” 
 
    Hadjar recoiled. 
 
    Arkemeya grinned triumphantly. “You don’t know much about Lords, do you, Hadjar Darkhan? Don’t be surprised that I know your Name. If you ever reach my level, you might finally come to understand how complex this world truly is, and that my equals and those who are stronger than them see it differently. The mark of the slave is still branded upon your soul. You can’t hide it from those who can combine both types of energy.” 
 
    Hadjar inadvertently summoned the Black Blade, which responded with its usual eagerness. The sword was always ready to strike. 
 
    “Slave.” Arkemeya snickered. “You were a slave, and you’ll always be a slave. I’m offended by the fact that you and I are breathing the same air and-” 
 
    Hadjar’s loud laughter interrupted her. Steppe Fang tore his gaze away from the fire, looked at him, sighed, shook his head, then went back to his work. 
 
    “I thought that if I stopped talking to you, you wouldn’t be able to influence me,” Hadjar explained and dispelled the Black Blade. “I’m sorry that I underestimated your skill. I’ve met a few Lords so far. But I’ve met even fewer cultivators who are skilled at anything other than cultivating.” 
 
    Arkemeya’s haughtiness and arrogance evaporated. 
 
    “Kill me, human. Death is preferable to being a slave’s slave.” 
 
    Hadjar shrugged. 
 
    “I order you to tell me what you think about our flight.” 
 
    Arkemeya knew that if she tried to lie to him, she’d suffer a most unpleasant death in the fire of the World River. Some people theorized that it destroyed both the body and the soul. 
 
    “I wish you’d just killed me,” she whispered. “My father,” she said a little louder, “personally set up the veil. What you mistook for an anomaly was one of his traps.” 
 
    “And the flying monsters?” 
 
    “The serpents?” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
    “Father found them somewhere during his travels before he decided to establish his Kingdom. He brought them here to act as sentries. No one knows for sure how many of them there are and what level of cultivation they’ve achieved.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid they’ll decide to come down from the sky?” 
 
    “They don’t need anything except the ash.” 
 
    Hadjar begged to differ, remembering the creature that had chased him after sensing him wielding the mysteries of the Sword’s Heart. However, he decided to keep that to himself. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “That your arrival didn’t go unnoticed.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded and pondered that. After a while, he turned to Steppe Fang. 
 
    “How long will it take them to get up?” 
 
    “They can get up right now,” the orc replied, “but they won’t be able to fight for another eight hours.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded and stood up. “I need to think.” 
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    “Azrea,” she whispered the moment she opened her eyes. 
 
    Hadjar couldn’t help but feel jealous upon realizing that the two of them had formed such a deep bond. 
 
    “She’s all right,” he assured her. 
 
    Taking the sleeping cub out of his shirt, he placed her on Irma’s stomach. Tears appeared in the girl’s eyes when she saw the state the little tigress was in. 
 
    “I saw… I saw,” she whispered, trying to keep her voice steady but failing, “she saved us… She saved us all…” 
 
    Shaking her head, she moved Azrea to her chest with trembling hands and rubbed the cub’s head against her cheek. Purring, the tigress continued to sleep soundly. 
 
    Alea and Derek woke up soon after. The latter yawned, stretched, and then looked around to make sure they were safe. Upon seeing Arkemeya, he reached for his weapon, but didn’t find it. 
 
    So he hid under the blanket. 
 
    “She’s-” 
 
    “Calm down,” Hadjar said. “She’s our new… Uh, temporary… Well, she’s not an ally, but she’s not an enemy, either.” 
 
    Hadjar walked over to Derek, took his hand, and felt his pulse. Then he looked at him through the World River and almost cursed. Holy fuck! Whatever Steppe Fang had done to them, it was beyond his comprehension. Of course, he wasn’t as talented in the craft of healing as Hera was, but he’d just put all the human healers to shame. Just using a mortar and some herbs and roots, no less! 
 
    “Is she… Is she a Dah’Khass?” Derek was shocked. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Eight or nine hours,” Hadjar answered calmly. 
 
    The young man fell silent. He then got up and, taking the blanket with him, went over to the fire to join the sisters and Steppe Fang. Alea was particularly quiet; she hadn’t said anything since she’d woken up. Steppe Fang, surrounded by humans, was strangely calm, and he even gave the trio some tea to drink. They seemed to feel safer next to the orc, thinking that he could defend them from the demoness. 
 
    “Tell us what happened,” Derek said some fifteen minutes later. 
 
    Hadjar told them about his visit to the gorge in as few words as possible. He paid special attention to the parts that involved the undead and the Prince. 
 
    “Those damned bloodsuckers,” Derek spat, ignoring Arkemeya’s glare. “They seem to be planning something really big.” 
 
    “It’ll allow them, as the Prince put it, to come under the protection of the laws of the Heavens and the Earth, whatever that means.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll get a chance to find out, won’t we, sugar?” Derek tried to smile at the demoness, but he ended up choking on his tea when he met her piercing glare. 
 
    “Call me ‘sugar’ again,” she hissed and reached for her sabers, even though they’d been put away into Hadjar’s spatial ring as he didn’t want her wielding her Imperial level weapons willy-nilly, “and I’ll tear your dick off and shove it down your throat.” 
 
    “A lady shouldn’t talk like that,” Alea reprimanded her. “What are these laws of the Heavens and the Earth?” 
 
    “I don’t have to answer your questions, human.” 
 
    “But you do have to answer mine,” Hadjar reminded her. He was grateful to Alea for bringing this up, as he had completely forgotten about it. “Answer me, Arkemeya, what are the laws of the Heavens and the Earth?” He persisted, figuring that he ought to learn more about the laws he kept hearing everyone mention. Strong beings like Freya, Helmer, and even the gods themselves obeyed these laws. 
 
    “They are laws,” Arkemeya said matter-of-factly, making Hadjar frown. “Everything and everyone that exists must obey them.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    “Is that it?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “That’s all I know,” she said and shrugged. 
 
    “Who knows more?” 
 
    “My father.” Arkemeya smiled widely, revealing her fangs. “Perhaps he’ll tell you more about them before he rips your heads off and feasts on your entrails. He always did like to play with his food.” 
 
    The Lascanians paled. Hadjar, used to her threats, just sighed. 
 
    “Who wrote them?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Where can I read them?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What happens if you violate them?” 
 
    “They can’t be violated.” 
 
    “Any law can be broken,” Hadjar objected. “You tried to break your oath, which is also a kind of law… And we both saw how that ended up.” 
 
    Arkemeya just laughed. 
 
    “Can you go back in time? Can you resurrect your parents? Or put out the light of the stars? Or turn the darkness into light? The laws of the Heavens and the Earth can’t be broken. Everything that exists obeys them.” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Derek said. “How can you obey something that isn’t written or spoken by anyone?” 
 
    Steppe Fang cleared his throat and gave Hadjar a warning look, hinting that he ought to keep his mouth shut. “Legends say that, somewhere in the abode of the gods, there are two books. One contains the destinies of all creatures, and the other the laws that these destinies must obey.” 
 
    “Did the gods write them?” 
 
    “These books are older than the gods,” Steppe Fang said and turned his gaze back to his mortar, signaling that he’d said all that he had to say. 
 
    Staring at the fire, Hadjar mulled all of this over. Apparently, even the gods themselves had to obey some laws that they hadn’t even created. Something felt off about this. These laws sounded more like the laws of physics, but even those were often violated by various Techniques. The demoness and the orc had conflicting opinions on the topic, so he was pretty sure that they were talking about two different things that had somehow ended up sharing a name. 
 
    “The only thing keeping us here are the laws of the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    “So, you need something that’ll free you from them.” Hadjar suddenly realized. “And this something is clearly not just power or an army, otherwise you would’ve left the gorge a long time ago. However, your people have been killing and plundering… Which means…” 
 
    “That their King can’t leave the gorge,” Steppe Fang explained. 
 
    Hadjar looked at Arkemeya, who looked away. 
 
    “What does the King need to escape this place and create an Empire?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    There was no golden glow around her, which meant that she wasn’t lying. 
 
    However… 
 
    “What do you think he needs?” 
 
    Arkemeya bit her lower lip. The golden glow gradually appeared around her, making Hadjar worry that she’d end up dying if she tried to lie to him. 
 
    “A child,” she said at last. “He needs a child to be born as part of the laws. Then he’ll be able to safely interfere in the lives of mortals and create an Empire within which every future pureblood Dah’Khass will be part of the laws as well.” 
 
    So, that’s why they needed you… 
 
    “Why didn’t it work out with you?” 
 
    Arkemeya narrowed her eyes. The golden glow intensified. 
 
    “The Black Heaven Curtain. It hides these lands from the Heavens, allowing us to live among the mortals. But it also prevented my father’s plan from coming to fruition.” 
 
    “The anomaly,” Hadjar murmured. “He’s using it to pave the way for his plan. He’ll do it-” 
 
    “On the night of the Black Star,” Steppe Fang finished for Hadjar. “Which is in two days. On that night, the worlds merge together and miracles happen.” 
 
    “Light and darkness… The blackened light.” Hadjar recalled South Wind’s stories. “So, we have two days to thwart the King’s plan.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Derek swore. “And how do we do that? We don’t even know where the King lives!” 
 
    Hadjar grinned. 
 
    “We’ll surrender to the Dah’Khasses, of course.” 
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    “Am I the only one who thinks this plan is doomed to fail?” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “By the gods, I can already see myself standing here and being eaten by flies.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “It stinks. In-” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    Surprisingly, it was the normally calm Irma who’d snapped at Derek. She was too nervous as they walked across the Dah’Khasses’ fields to tolerate his whining. The zombies, staring off into space, stood so close to each other that Hadjar would sometimes bump them with his shoulder or hand. Wanting to fit in among the undead, he did his best to imitate their clumsy walk. He’d demanded that the rest of the squad do the same. 
 
    “As you wish,” Derek muttered, and rattled the chains that bound him. 
 
    Thick shackles covered with various runes and hieroglyphics had been placed around their ankles. From there, a chain went up and parted to coil around their wrists and handcuffs. Connecting their wrists and the collars around their necks was a thinner, but no less strong chain. They were all bound in a similar manner. The only difference was that Steppe Fang’s bonds were thicker and larger. 
 
    Arkemeya rode in front of them, leading the squad through the fields. In one hand, she held the reins of her mount, and in the other, the chain that bound them all together. 
 
    “If you keep talking,” she hissed, “we’ll be discovered and sent to the fields.” 
 
     “We?” Hadjar asked curiously. 
 
    “They’ll mark me as a traitor the moment I bring you to the Palace.” 
 
    Even though he couldn’t see her face, Hadjar suspected that there wasn’t any real disappointment or sadness in her expression. If she really didn’t want to be a traitor, she would’ve already tried to break her oath. Given that they were in the middle of the fields, such a surge of energy wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. The fact that she hadn’t done so indicated that either she hadn’t given up and was planning to get out of this situation somehow, or… Damn it! Hadjar hated scheming.… 
 
    “You better make sure that we don’t get caught-” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Hadjar fell silent. Five riders were coming from the west. They raced through the fields, heading straight toward them. 
 
    By the High Heavens! 
 
    Spurring her horse, Takemeya covered the distance between them in a heartbeat. The fiery hooves of her horse loomed above Hadjar’s head as it reared up on its hind legs. He almost lost his cool and drew the Black Blade, but he managed to restrain himself. 
 
    “Arkemeya,” Takemeya hissed. 
 
    Her companions wore heavy robes, hiding both their faces and figures from curious gazes. Each of them exuded the aura of a peak-stage Spirit Knight. 
 
    “Takemeya.” The half-breed bowed. 
 
    Her voice was calm, but Hadjar could feel that she was anxious. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Takemeya asked as her hair began to recede into her skull. Hadjar knew that this wasn’t a good sign. Her blade merged with her hip, and her fingernails turned into claws. 
 
    “Why do you ask? Don’t I have a right to be here?” Arkemeya shot back, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Don’t do anything stupid, Hadjar pleaded silently. He was certain of the fact that he’d left no room for her to betray them. Nevertheless, Arkemeya was cunning. Talking to her was like trying to charm a snake. 
 
    “Shut up, half-breed,” Takemeya growled and stopped transforming. She was no longer a stunning beauty, but a winged monster instead. “We both heard our Prince’s order. It seems to me like the term he set hasn’t expired yet.” 
 
    Arkemeya glanced at Hadjar and smiled widely. 
 
    “Mind your own business.” 
 
    Takemeya let out a strange sound. Hands with three fingers topped with claws as long as daggers appeared from beneath the robes of the other riders. 
 
    “One more word in that tone and-” 
 
    “And what, Takemeya?” Arkemeya laughed derisively, unsheathing her sabers and unleashing her aura. 
 
    Only then did Hadjar realize that him capturing her had been nothing more than a stroke of dumb luck. Arkemeya was a Lord and wielded the mysteries of the Saber Spirit. Her power exceeded Hadjar’s and was equal to Orune’s, if not greater. 
 
    “Takemeya, you must be feeling brave to speak to me like this with only four servants to protect you. Do you have a hidden pair of extra wings somewhere? I’d be glad to cut them off.” 
 
    There was no humility or willingness to bow down in Arkemeya’s voice. She looked like a fearless warrior, absolutely confident in her victory. 
 
    “Do you think that your father will save you from the fields if you so much as touch me, you bitch?” Takemeya didn’t appear to be in a hurry to fight. “Try it and you’ll feel the full extent of the Queen’s rage. She’s put up with you for too long.” 
 
    Arkemeya’s gaze hardened. As it turned out, the demonic Kingdom wasn’t very different from any human one. No Queen liked to see a bastard anywhere near her, as they were a constant reminder of their husband’s infidelity and an indicator of their inequality. After all, a King could do what a Queen could not. 
 
    “Leave,” Arkemeya hissed. “I stood watch, just like the Prince ordered me to. I spotted spies and I captured them. I’m taking them to the King so that he can decide their fate.” 
 
    “Spies? To the King? You’re out of your mind.” 
 
    Shifting back to her human form, Takemeya moved closer to Hadjar. Removing his hood, she stared into his eyes. He tried to hide his mind as deep as possible inside his soul. 
 
    “Just a piece of meat,” she hissed, and ran her tongue over Hadjar’s cheek, pushing him aside. “Remember this, Arkemeya: I’ll be the one who tears out your heart.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that threat many times since I was a child, Takemeya. But right now, I’m the one who can rip out your fucking tongue.” 
 
    Skirting the demoness and her servants, Arkemeya started off down the hill. Dragging their feet, her ‘prisoners’ followed. Hadjar thanked the Evening Stars that the Lascanians had managed to keep their cool. 
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    [image: ]Lost in thought, they walked in complete silence for about three hours. Hadjar couldn’t even begin to guess what the others were thinking about. As for himself, he was back in Dahanatan. Somewhere out there, in that labyrinth of alleyways, streets, and squares was his friend. This trip, which should’ve taken only two weeks, now seemed almost never-ending. He hoped that Einen wouldn’t try to find him, otherwise they’d end up searching for each other forever. Hadjar was sure that the news of ‘Rukh’s Wings’ crashing had surely reached the capital by now. Relying on Einen’s prudence, he hoped that his friend had already gotten to Darigon and was now waiting for him there. 
 
    The moment they reached the top of a rocky hill, his mind went blank. There was nothing on the hill, save for an old, dead tree, and a winding path carved into the rock that descended into the gorge, gradually turning into a wide road leading to the wrought-iron gates of the barbican. 
 
    Situated atop the rocky ridge, the Palace loomed above them. The ridge was connected to the gorge by a long bridge submerged in fog. Around its perimeter were tall towers decorated with statues of various monsters. The bridge led to a high arch, which was also topped with towers. Long and sharp like needles, they were scattered all over the complex, making it look like the back of a porcupine. With its stained glass windows embedded into the gray stonework, bas-reliefs, and the statues on its countless towers and spires, it looked both magnificent and tacky. Hadjar recognized a few of the faces on the statues from horror stories that his mother had used to tell him. 
 
    “Follow me,” Arkemeya said quietly. 
 
    “What is this?” Derek whispered. 
 
    They had to be careful when descending the steep steps of the narrow path. Arkemeya tied her horse to the dead tree and held on to the edge of the cliff as she walked. They, bound by one chain as they were, couldn’t do the same. So they simply walked as cautiously as they could. At some point, Alea tripped. Had it not been for Steppe Fang, they would’ve all fallen into the foggy abyss of the gorge. 
 
    Once they were finally at the barbican’s gates, the four of them watched in awe as Arkemeya opened them with a flick of her wrist. The heavy bars groaned and disappeared into the stone. The bridge looked like something out of a childhood nightmare. Shrouded in fog that stretched over the precipice, it was old and worn down. Hadjar stepped on it more carefully than he had on the rocky steps. 
 
    The farther they went, the more severe the atmosphere became. If not for Steppe Fang’s potion, the three disciples would’ve dropped unconscious long ago. As it was, they were making their way through the fog with a lot of difficulty. 
 
    Struggling to breathe, Hadjar looked at the world through the World River and almost immediately wished that he hadn’t. The fog, which wasn’t supposed to have any energy in it, shone with a bright light. It even had some sort of energy body that was trying to attach itself to them. It would’ve probably succeeded, too, had Arkemeya not been there. Thanks to the odd symbol on her palm, the fog didn’t dare approach her. 
 
    “What is this fog exactly?” Hadjar asked, stunned. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    “It’s a Spiritual Parasite,” Arkemeya explained. 
 
    “Is it some kind of guardian?” 
 
    She nodded. “Exactly. This symbol on my palm prevents it from devouring us.” 
 
    Soon, they were at the huge gates of the main entrance. Hadjar estimated that they would need at least fifty guards to man them, but there was no one there. 
 
    “It’s not too late for you yet, you stupid humans.” Arkemeya turned to the squad. “If I take you inside, you’ll all face a death so horrific that mothers will frighten their children with stories of your suffering for centuries to come.” 
 
    Hadjar smiled. Long ago, in an underwater cave, he’d heard a similar threat. 
 
    “If you want me to, I’ll remove the seal and let the fog devour you.” 
 
    “Calm down, Arkemeya,” Hadjar said. “We’re sticking to the plan.” 
 
    Or with the part of it that you’re familiar with, at any rate. 
 
    “I feel sorry for you,” Arkemeya whispered. Hadjar was convinced that she felt more sympathy for herself than for them. 
 
    The demoness turned to the gates and raised her hand. The symbol on her palm flared with green light that then stretched out in a long column and hit one of the round, stained-glass windows. After a while, there was a rumbling. The gates, covered in artifact iron several inches thick, creaked as they slowly parted. 
 
    The foyer wasn’t dark and scary, like Hadjar had expected it to be, but warm and solemn. There was a carpet on the floor, spread out like a blue sea over the gray stones that disappeared somewhere near the steps of the wide staircase leading up to the second floor. As many as ten pairs of guests could walk freely along it. On the high ceiling, lamps made of some kind of crystal shone with a cold light. Similar to the lamps inside flying ships, they absorbed energy from the World River and instantly converted it in order to radiate light. 
 
    Old tapestries hung on the walls, many of them so faded that the scenes they depicted were no longer discernable. There were also several paintings. Hadjar remembered that any picture painted by a cultivator carried certain mysteries inside it and cost a lot of money. There weren’t as many of them here as in the Lascan Imperial Palace, but it was still an impressive collection. 
 
    After giving all of them some time to admire the interior, Arkemeya led them toward the stairs. Despite the thick carpet, their footsteps echoed throughout the empty corridors. 
 
    Hadjar was certain that the gods had helped them in their venture. Their arrival coinciding with the preparations for the King’s festival being held on the eve of the Black Star couldn’t have been a mere coincidence. 
 
    When they reached the second floor, which was similar to the first, Arkemeya led them not to the ballroom where the feast was being held, but to the kitchen. Hadjar suspected that they wouldn’t see anything pleasant in there, but as he passed through the narrow doors and entered the spacious and bright room, he realized that he’d never seen anything as horrible as this in his life. 
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    [image: ]The kitchen was full of zombies. Looking closer at the men and women, Hadjar saw strange symbols carved into their foreheads. They were all covered in old, crusty blood and skeletally thin, with sunken cheeks, cracked lips, and rotten teeth. Dressed in rags, they stared at the empty space before them with… happy eyes. Mad, but happy eyes. 
 
    “What happened to them?” Derek asked. 
 
    Arkemeya removed their shackles and put on the fake ones that Hadjar, with the help of his willpower and the Black Blade, had made from the cannons. Just when he was beginning to think that he’d have to repeat Derek’s question, Arkemeya decided to answer. 
 
    “Our saliva has an intoxicating effect, so don’t eat anything from the hands of the Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    Arkemeya didn’t look the least bit pleased about any of this. Hadjar could easily imagine what fate awaited her if their plan succeeded. And if they failed… Well, he doubted that the King would show mercy to a traitor. 
 
    The demoness freed Derek, then Alea and Irma. They tried to look calm, but failed. When they’d originally left their school, they definitely hadn’t expected to find themselves risking their lives infiltrating a demon lair. 
 
    “Stop growling, big guy,” Arkemeya said as she tried to approach Steppe Fang, who snarled menacingly and bared his fangs at her. “Do you want me to accidentally cut you?” 
 
    She still had her sabers, but she knew that she couldn’t use her weapons against any of them. 
 
    “Why haven’t we come across any Dah’Khasses yet?” Derek walked over to one of the ‘zombies’ and waved his hand in front of his face. The man continued to smile stupidly as he cut a chunk of bloody meat into fine, thin slices. As Hadjar understood it, if not for the symbols carved into their foreheads, they would’ve crumbled to dust long ago. The atmosphere of the castle was lethal to mortals and weak cultivators. The only reason the Lascanians were still alive was because of Steppe Fang’s alchemy. 
 
    “Only the nobles are here today,” Arkemeya explained. “And they consider it shameful to stand next to mortals or to even look in their general direction.” 
 
    “What about their future Empire? How’s that going to work?” 
 
    “They’re going to rule there, so it will apparently be fine.” Undisguised hostility could be heard in Arkemeya’s voice. “The nobles have never left our lands and they rarely leave their castles.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    Derek stopped waving his hand in front of the man’s face and walked over to a pot that was bubbling on the stone cooker. Lifting the lid, he picked up the ladle and was about to dip it into the stew when Arkemeya put her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    “Why?” Derek shrugged her hand off his shoulder and scooped up some of the stew. 
 
    “As you wish.” Arkemeya grinned, looking at Derek as he brought the ladle up to his lips. “But you should first think about what we eat.” 
 
    Derek blinked several times, dropped the ladle back into the pot, and moved away. The sisters followed his example and backed away from a table where several women were cutting meat. Everyone understood where this food had come from. 
 
    “Weaklings,” Arkemeya whispered, removing the shackles from Hadjar’s hands. 
 
    Finally free, he rubbed his wrists, and then secured the fake shackles around them. A true cultivator would have no problem removing them. 
 
    “Does everyone remember their roles?” He asked, turning to the startled disciples. 
 
    Even Steppe Fang looked dumbfounded. Hadjar, who’d seen mounds of corpses and rivers of gore before, wasn’t so shocked by the kitchen. 
 
    “Are we really going to serve these monsters?” Irma’s lips trembled slightly. “And serve them… serve them… this…” 
 
    “Calm down!” Alea said and grabbed her sister by the arm. “Don’t think about it. Instead, focus on how this will help save our country and our loved ones from suffering a similar fate.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” Hadjar asked sternly. 
 
    There was still some doubt in everyone’s eyes, but there was no cowardice. 
 
    “Then let’s get changed.” 
 
    Hadjar, who had learned much from Arkemeya about the Palace, had planned out how they’d get to the King. The only thing he hadn’t taken into account was that his companions weren’t adventurers, pirates, or warriors, but inexperienced children. 
 
    “Evening Stars help us,” he whispered and hit one of the servants. 
 
    Having undressed the man, he took off his own clothes, hid them in his spatial ring, changed into a gray robe, and picked up the tray. Elegantly served, the food would’ve looked delicious if he didn’t know what it was. Soon, everyone was dressed and ready to go. 
 
    Steppe Fang, who couldn’t pretend to be a waiter, whispered something in his native tongue and got down on all fours. Arkemeya put a collar around his neck and led him along like a dog. 
 
    Hadjar, merging with the crowd, entered a narrow, dark corridor that led in the direction the noise and silvery light were coming from. Ten seconds later, he just barely managed to contain himself from gasping in admiration. In a huge hall made of crystal, hundreds of couples danced to the slow rhythm of a beautiful melody. 
 
    The couples consisted of tall men in expensive doublets, frozen at the age when they made girls’ hearts beat faster, and women who looked like the embodiment of any young man’s dreams. Their white, rarely black hair and beautiful dresses swayed with every move of their long, slender legs. Their waists, accentuated by wide belts, seemed so thin that one could probably hold them comfortably with just one hand. The servants passed through the rows of dancing couples, carrying glasses full of scarlet liquid or plates with appetizers. 
 
    Hadjar carefully moved toward the long table where other demons were feasting, searching for Arkemeya’s father. 
 
    And even though he’d been given a description, he didn’t really need it. The King was the epitome of masculine beauty and grace. Dressed in a white and red doublet, he gazed lazily at the luxury surrounding him with clear, blue eyes. His white curls fell just a little short of his broad shoulders, and his fine brows gave his gaze a certain wistfulness. The power he emanated terrified Hadjar, as it was beyond his comprehension. Had he wanted to, the King could’ve destroyed the entire Palace and all its guests with a single flick of his finger. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Arkemeya bowed. “I’m sorry to interrupt the celebration, but I caught an orc. He was scouting our borders.” 
 
    She yanked the chain and Steppe Fang crawled forward. The King was no more than ten feet away from him. A perfect distance. 
 
    “What a funny toy you’ve brought me, my daughter,” he said in a voice filled with apathy and boredom. “But I don’t understand why you decided to bring this animal here-” 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
 
    Using all the power he could wield at once, Hadjar drew the Black Blade and attacked. Because he’d known that his attacks wouldn’t be able to so much as scratch the Nameless, he’d made sure to take several crystals from the crashed ‘Drunken Goose’ and hide them in his spatial ring. Using his will, he hurled them at the King, and right in the path of his Technique. As they shattered, they created anomalies in the energy streams, similar to the vortex they’d traveled through. And although the anomalies were fleeting and weak, they’d still stop the King from using his power for a little bit. Seeing his chance, Steppe Fang snarled. Yanking the lid off one of the trays, he retrieved the bone dagger and plunged its blade into the King’s chest. 
 
    It can’t be this easy! Hadjar thought and glanced at Arkemeya, who was smiling triumphantly. The oath scar still glistened on her arm… 
 
    Everything fell into place. But it was already too late. 
 
    With a slight rustle, an aura of unimaginable power formed behind Hadjar. 
 
    “How curious… A descendant of the Enemy…” 
 
    The King snapped his fingers and Hadjar was lifted off the ground like a puppet and sent flying. Held by an invisible power, he smashed into the crystal wall and collapsed to the floor. He couldn’t move, only watch what was happening. 
 
    The couples stopped dancing and lined up around the hall. Holding their glasses, they looked at the King. He must’ve been stabbed by the dagger, but was now pacing calmly in the center of the room. 
 
    He approached the immobilized Steppe Fang. Grinning, he leaned in and patted the orc’s head. 
 
    “Nice try, but I’ll be taking this.” The King snatched the dagger from the orc and broke it in half as if it were nothing more than a toothpick. The shards landed at Arkemeya’s feet. “Your friend is waiting for you.” 
 
    Steppe Fang flew a dozen feet through the air and crashed into the wall next to Hadjar. 
 
     “And now, for our guests of honor!” The audience applauded. “The ones without whom the Black Star festival wouldn’t be complete!” 
 
    Three figures in gray robes soared into the air and flew up to the King. Their hoods fell off. Derek, Alea, and Irma stopped in front of the demon, unable to move. 
 
    “I don’t need you.” 
 
    Derek was also slammed into the wall. Taken aback and frightened, he stared at his friends in disbelief. Everything had been going so well… 
 
    The King then looked at the crying Alea and Irma. He sniffed them both, then took hold of Alea’s face and said: “I don’t need you.” 
 
    There was a nasty crunch. Energy no longer flowed through the poor girl’s body. She’d died instantly. Irma fainted. Hadjar saw tears running down Derek’s cheeks. 
 
    “Feast, ladies and gentlemen! I need to prepare the bride for the best night of her life.” 
 
    The Dah’Khasses laughed and applauded again, watching as the King walked to the doors with the unconscious Irma floating behind him. 
 
    “By the way, my dear daughter…” 
 
    “Yes, my King?” Arkemeya bowed. 
 
    The demon nodded toward the three figures pinned to the wall. “Take them to the fields. I think there’s enough room for them there.” 
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    At first, Hadjar thought that he was back in the dungeons of the Royal Palace of Lidus. However, this dungeon was more spacious and not as dark. Dim light was streaming in through the narrow gap in the wall that served as a window. There was even a bed. If straw strewn across the floor could be called such. 
 
    Hadjar got up and crawled over to the bars. Grabbing the cold steel, he tried to pull them apart, but failed. The metal had no energy of its own, so he concluded that it wasn’t an artifact, despite its apparent sturdiness. 
 
    He was surprised to discover that he wasn’t shackled, and that there was no slave collar around his neck. Even so, power wasn’t leaving his energy body. As if trapped inside his meridians and nodes, it begged to be freed. In other words, right now, he was the same as any mortal. 
 
    “What the-” 
 
    “You’re awake, great.” 
 
    Hadjar’s eyes narrowed. Opposite his cell, there was a wall with a sconce. In it, instead of a torch, was a bluish crystal. Its faint light reminded Hadjar of the lamps hanging from the Palace’s ceiling. 
 
    “Steppe Fang?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me…” The orc’s voice came from his right, probably from the cell next to his. “Derek is still unconscious.” 
 
    This was the first time the orc had called the Lascanian by his name. 
 
    “Can you break the bars?” 
 
    “If I could do that, Darkhan, we wouldn’t still be here.” 
 
    Hadjar swore and then sighed. It had been worth a shot. 
 
    Frustrated, he slammed his fist against the bars a couple more times. Licking the blood off his broken knuckles, he walked back to the wall. Leaning his back against it, he slid to the cold floor. He presumed Steppe Fang was sitting in exactly the same position in his own cell. 
 
    “The plan didn’t work, did it?” Steppe Fang sounded disappointed. In himself, more than anyone else. “I don’t understand, Darkhan. I saw him! I felt him! I struck the very center of his power. I felt the dagger pierce his flesh and-” 
 
    “A substitution artifact.” Hadjar sighed, staring at the ceiling. Heavy drops of water would occasionally fall from it. “It had been prepared in advance.” 
 
    “But how…? I don’t understand…” 
 
    “Arkemeya.” Hadjar said the name without any hatred. She’d beaten them fair and square. “Our arrival wasn’t just noticed, but planned.” 
 
    “Did they let us break through the vortex?” 
 
    “No.” Hadjar shook his head. He twirled the spatial ring in his hands. It shone faintly in the dim light. “We broke through by ourselves. But as soon as the vortex was destroyed, the King found out about it. And-” 
 
    “Sent the half-breed,” Steppe Fang growled. “You should’ve let me rip her throat out, Darkhan!” 
 
    Hadjar sighed. 
 
    “I guess I should have,” he drawled. “But then he would’ve sent a hundred more Dah’Khasses after us.” 
 
    “Better death in battle than this!” 
 
    Steppe Fang slammed his fist against the wall. Hadjar felt a slight jolt in his back. He couldn’t argue with the orc. Indeed, it would’ve been better to fall in a worthy battle and meet their forefathers with honor. 
 
    Damn it all to hell! He hated both schemes and dungeons! 
 
    “But how did she betray us?” Steppe Fang asked. “I saw the oath scar on her hand. If it hadn’t been for that, by the forefathers, I would’ve wrung her neck.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t argue, even though he doubted that Steppe Fang would’ve been able to kill her. Only Mentor Orune could’ve managed that, and only if Arkemeya stood perfectly still and didn’t resist him. 
 
    “The laws of the Heavens and the Earth,” Hadjar explained. “She’s a half-breed, Steppe Fang. Have you ever fought a Dah’Khass half-breed?” 
 
    “I haven’t…” He heard the realization in the orc’s voice. “I’ve only heard of them. Old legends say that the King sometimes takes women.” 
 
    “Any kind of women?” 
 
    “No. Only virgins.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Hadjar said. “That’s why he killed Alea and took Irma with him.” 
 
    “So that she’d bear him a child?” 
 
    “Exactly. That child, conceived on the eve of the Black Star, would be half Dah’Khass and half human.” 
 
    Steppe Fang grumbled something. Hadjar got to his feet and went to the opposite wall. Putting his ear to it, he closed his eyes and listened. After a few seconds, he heard a soft sniff. Derek was still unconscious. He wondered if there were still tears running down his cheeks. 
 
    “And I think I know whom Alea slept with.” 
 
    Steppe Fang said something in his native language. 
 
    “Why didn’t he kill us?” 
 
    “The King?” Hadjar came back to the wall he shared with the orc’s cell. Still toying with his spatial ring, he tried to calm his mind. He felt like he was missing something important. “Out of greed. They’re preparing an invasion on Lascan, so they’re constantly expanding their army.” 
 
    “But there are only three of us.” 
 
    “We did practically offer ourselves up to him by coming here.” 
 
    “And Alea?” 
 
    “He killed her out of frustration. He’d probably planned to increase his chances of success by making not one, but two children.” 
 
    “But how did all this help the half-breed get away?” 
 
    “The King didn’t succeed with her. She, like the other Dah’Khasses, is outside the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. That’s why they’re hiding here, because they’ll all die if they spend too much time outside the veil.” 
 
    Hadjar remembered tales of vampires and their weakness to sunlight. The Dah’Khasses weren’t quite the same as them, but they were similar enough. 
 
    “That sounds very strange, Darkhan.” 
 
    “You’re right, giant.” 
 
    However, it explained why both the gods and the demons wanted to see the Dah’Khasses fail. The former had sent Freya, and the latter — their loyal emissary, Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares. Neither of the factions wanted to let anyone play against the laws of the Heavens and the Earth. 
 
    “But you said that she was nearly killed by the World River when she tried to break her oath.” 
 
    Hadjar opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again, and then swore angrily, cursing his own idiocy. 
 
    “You know what, Steppe Fang? I’m a moron. When the light shrouded her before, we were on the border of their lands. The influence of the veil is weaker there.” 
 
    “So the oath worked on her there, but not here?” 
 
    “So it would seem.” Hadjar nodded. “In other words-” 
 
    “In other words,” a voice came from behind the opposite wall, “your mistake cost my fiancée her life.” 
 
    Derek had woken up. The first thing he tried to do was break the bars. But he failed as well. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 607 
 
      
 
    [image: ]Derek spent a few seconds trying to break the bars; after realizing the futility of his attempts, he soon gave up and returned to the wall. Like Hadjar had done recently, he slid down with his back against it and fell silent. 
 
    Anyone else in this situation would’ve said ‘I’m sorry, Derek’, or something like that, but not Hadjar. He wasn’t going to take the blame for Alea’s death. He felt responsible to a degree, sure, but… Both he and Steppe Fang had warned them that this trip would be anything but safe. It had been their own decision. He wasn’t going to bear the burden of Alea’s death. He was going to- 
 
    “It’s my fault,” Derek suddenly said, his voice trembling slightly. “If I’d just listened to my instincts, if I hadn’t agreed to come along, she would’ve… She would’ve… She would’ve…” 
 
    “Derek, you-” 
 
    “Shut up, Hadjar!” He shouted. “Please, shut up. Shut up before I start blaming you for what happened.” 
 
     “Why aren’t we in the fields?” Derek asked, trying to keep his voice calm. 
 
    “Who knows?” Hadjar shrugged, glad that they’d moved on with the conversation. “Maybe they changed their mind.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Steppe Fang said. “Their kind isn’t the merciful sort.” 
 
    Hadjar continued fiddling with his spatial ring. If the orcs knew as much about artifacts as they did about alchemy, they might’ve had a chance, but… The only good thing was that the Dah’Khasses didn’t know much about artifacts either. They would’ve picked the wreckage of the ‘Drunken Goose’ clean long ago if they did. But if they couldn’t use artifacts, how had they blocked their ability to release energy? 
 
    The ring reflected a ray of dim light, blinding Hadjar. Blinking, he raised it to his face and smiled broadly. The Dah’Khasses probably didn’t know what it was, otherwise, they would’ve taken it. Still, artifacts like his spatial ring were much less common than Imperial blades or armor. In distant Kingdoms, people believed that only an Emperor could possess an Imperial blade, and spatial artifacts were nothing more than a legend. 
 
    Rising to his feet, Hadjar put the ring on his finger, the one in which he’d enlarged his meridians, and prayed to the High Heavens that his idea would work. The amount of energy in his finger wasn’t enough to power any Technique, but it was enough to power the ring. Who could’ve known that his experiment with the ‘Path through the Clouds’ meditation Technique would come in handy one day? 
 
    Giving a mental order, Hadjar released his energy. It moved slower than usual, but it made its way into the ring. A moment later, the steel bars of his cage were inside it, leaving behind a round hole big enough for a man to get through. 
 
    “Seems like we won’t be meeting our forefathers just yet.” Hadjar smiled and went out into the corridor. 
 
    Like the cell itself, it was dark and damp. His energy moved slowly, but it was once again flowing through his meridians. Hadjar quietly moved to Steppe Fang’s cell. Just as he’d expected, the orc was sitting with his back against the wall. He looked like a caged circus bear. 
 
    “How did you do that?” The orc asked, eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    Hadjar tossed his ring up and caught it in midair. 
 
    “The human path of cultivation doesn’t seem so bad anymore, does it?” He winked. 
 
    The orc smiled, baring his lower fangs, and rushed to the bars of his cell. 
 
    “Get me out of here, Darkhan.” 
 
    “What are you guys doing over there?” Derek asked, hearing the commotion. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t waste time answering him. Instead, he focused and managed to gather enough energy to make a hole in these bars that was wider than the one in his cell. As he emerged into the corridor, Steppe Fang cracked his neck and shoulders. Despite the loss of the dagger and the utter failure of their assassination attempt, he was in a fighting mood. There was no doubt or apathy in his eyes, which explained why the orcs had been able to fight against the Dah’Khasses for thousands of years: words like ‘surrender’ and ‘defeat’ didn’t exist in their vocabulary. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Exchanging wary glances, the two of them approached Derek’s cell. The young man was sitting on the floor, looking rather depressed. As soon as they became visible in the light of the crystal torch, he jumped up and grabbed the bars. 
 
    “How did you…? It doesn’t matter. Get me out of here!” 
 
    Hadjar looked at him. He knew perfectly well what was going on in Derek’s vengeance-driven mind. Right now, he hated the Dah’Khasses as much as he hated Darnassus. The latter had taken away his mother, and the former his beloved. Hadjar knew well that the flames of revenge gave one strength and the will to live, but when they died down… Besides, in such a state, Derek wouldn’t be able to keep his cool and think clearly, which was something they needed him to do. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Get on with it!” 
 
    “Derek,” Hadjar said softly, “are you sure you want to come with us?” 
 
    The young man’s eyes flashed. 
 
    “You already asked me that before and-” 
 
    “It led to a tragedy,” Hadjar interrupted him. “We aren’t going to run away, Derek. We’re still going to kill the King.” 
 
    “I understand that,” he said. “And if you think I’ll go mad with grief and let you down, you’re mistaken. I’m still alive, Hadjar, which means that I’m fine.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed. 
 
    “Make up your mind quickly, North Wind,” Steppe Fang whispered. “We are in the heart of their nest. We don’t have any time to waste!” 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    Hadjar directed energy into his ring and focused. A few seconds later, Derek was out of his cell and standing next to them. He, like Steppe Fang, was burning with determination. But while the orc fought for the sake of his tribe, Derek fought for himself. It had taken Hadjar almost twenty years to understand what Azrea’s mother had told him and finally realize that the path of revenge was a path that lead to nowhere. 
 
    They heard footsteps coming from the direction of the spiral staircase. 
 
    “By the Evening Stars,” Hadjar hissed. 
 
    All three of them hid in a niche where the light of the crystal torches couldn’t reach. 
 
    Having gathered enough energy, Hadjar summoned the Black Blade, which immediately materialized in his hand. Unlike Derek, who’d been stripped of his daggers and Heaven level armor, the only way to disarm Hadjar was to kill him. By the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, the Dah’Khasses would soon wish that they’d done just that. 
 
    As soon as a foot appeared on the stairs, Hadjar plunged his sword into it. 
 
    “You won’t fool me twice!” He shouted and grabbed Arkemeya. Throwing her to the stone floor, he was about to allow the Black Blade to devour her Spirit when something suddenly dawned on him. 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Hadjar Darkhan,” she hissed. 
 
    At that moment, Hadjar realized what Helmer had wanted from him. The Lord of Nightmares needed this half-breed. 
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    [image: ] “So, it was you.” Hadjar placed his knees on her forearms and pointed the tip of the Black Blade at her throat. Arkemeya’s black hair was spread out on the floor, framing her head like a halo. “It was you all along.” 
 
    “You finally got it! At last!” She laughed and narrowed her eyes. “Can you even imagine what it took to bring the Prince there?” 
 
    “The Prince?” 
 
    “I had to pull every string and call in every debt I’d ever been owed! And when that spoiled bastard finally agreed to go with me to the border… You took me hostage! Me! Not him! What were you thinking, Darkhan? Or have you not touched a woman for so long that you wanted to sleep with me so badly it made you stupid?” 
 
    Gradually, the missing pieces of the puzzle came together. He truly had been naive to believe in things like coincidence and luck. He’d never been handed anything in his life for free, after all. He’d even had to pay a monstrous price for the dragon heart that was currently beating within his chest. 
 
    “She’s getting into your head again, Darkhan!” Steppe Fang roared. He clenched his fists and stepped forward. “I’ll smash her head-” 
 
    “Without your axes, you can’t do shit, you stupid animal,” Arkemeya said and sent a small amount of energy into her hairpin. Derek’s daggers and Steppe Fang’s axes materialized on the floor with a rattle. 
 
    “Yeah, you guessed it.” Arkemeya grimaced. “You got to keep your spatial ring thanks to me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Arkemeya rolled her eyes and turned away. She spotted the holes in the bars. 
 
    “How did you-” She paused as Hadjar pressed down on his blade. “By the Evening Stars! Put your sword away!” 
 
    “I’ll repeat: why did you leave me my ring? I’m warning you-” 
 
    “I wanted you to know that I’m on your side, you fool!” 
 
    Contrary to his promises, Derek lost his temper. Grabbing one of his daggers off the floor, he lashed out at Arkemeya, but was stopped by… Steppe Fang. The fact that she’d returned their weapons to them seemed to have changed his mind. 
 
    “I’ll kill the bitch!” 
 
    “Watch your tongue,” Arkemeya hissed. “You’re on thin ice, human!” 
 
    “Alea is dead because of you!” Derek shouted. 
 
    Hadjar was starting to regret letting him out of his cell. He would’ve been better off staying in it. If they’d won, they would’ve come back for him. And if they’d failed… Well, he would’ve been sent to the fields anyway. 
 
    “She died because you were too weak to protect her!” 
 
    Hadjar pressed down even harder on his blade. Steppe Fang covered Derek’s mouth with his hand. 
 
    “You two, calm down!” Hadjar glanced warily at the spiral staircase. “Now, Arkemeya, tell us everything. No tricks this time. I’m getting tired of them.” 
 
    “I was with the King when he found out the five of you had broken past the veil, and I volunteered to go to the border to find you. And as usual, he decided to use me. He ordered me to fool you.” 
 
    Even though her story sounded plausible, Hadjar felt like she was trying to deceive him and so he didn’t put the Black Blade away. 
 
    “I can’t disobey his orders because of the mark. No one can.” 
 
    “You mean the mark that you used to control the gates and the fog?” 
 
    Arkemeya nodded. “It’s our equivalent of a blood oath, except it has more options and is managed directly by the King.” 
 
    “So the glow I saw was made by it?” 
 
    “No. I did swear a real oath to you. That is, my human half did. The farther we got from the veil, the weaker my Dah’Khass half became and the more I felt the power of the laws of the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    “That’s why you aren’t a good fit for your father’s-” 
 
    “He isn’t my father!” Arkemeya exclaimed. “My true father was my mother’s husband. The fact that the King raped her and raised me doesn’t make that monster my father.” 
 
    Another piece of the puzzle fell into place. 
 
    “Go on,” Hadjar said. “You mentioned that the King sent you on a mission.” 
 
     “When I realized that I was going to have to obey his order, I used all my connections and the favors I was owed to set my plan in motion. I persuaded the Prince to go with me. The only thing that wasn’t part of my plan was running into Takemeya.” 
 
    “What position does she hold?” 
 
    “That stupid bitch? None! She monitors the fields. She’s a lousy commoner.” 
 
    Her insult stung Hadjar a little. After all, before he’d become a fully-fledged disciple of ‘The Holy Sky’ School, most people had looked at him like he was a second-class citizen. He knew his own worth, of course, but it had still been unpleasant to endure… 
 
    “When we reached our destination, I cast my net…” 
 
    “…and I fell right into it.” 
 
    “Fell into it? You tore it apart! You took me hostage and forced an oath on me! You almost ruined everything!” 
 
    “Ruined?” Derek broke free of Steppe Fang’s grip for a moment. “Ruined!” 
 
    The orc, still managing to look calm and collected, put his hand over the young man’s mouth once again. 
 
    “As a result, I almost fried my brain trying to think of a way to not break your oath while not defying the King’s order. Fortunately, in here, far from the border, my demonic half is stronger and I don’t feel the pressure of the oath. That’s why I was able to break it.” 
 
    “And take us to the King.” 
 
    “You idiot! From the moment you broke through the veil, he started preparing for your arrival. He even planned to take one of your friends as his new bride. You arrived just when he needed you. Damned monster…” 
 
    Hadjar looked into Arkemeya’s eyes and found a genuine hatred for the Dah’Khasses’ King in them. He wondered what it was like to grow up surrounded by enemies. He felt like he understood her. 
 
    “But there’s still hope. The King was too distracted to immediately send you to the fields, preferring to focus on the ritual. I had hoped that he would be. That animal never misses a chance to… I managed to intercept the convoy and send you here, claiming that I wanted to do some experiments on you first. And the rest-” 
 
    “Alea is dead,” Steppe Fang said heavily. “She was our friend. Her death is your fault.” 
 
    “Even if all of you had died,” Arkemeya hissed in response, “I would’ve called this a success. Or do you think it’s that easy to kill a Nameless who’s lived for almost a hundred thousand years? He sees through everything!” 
 
    “Only on the night of the Black Star-” 
 
    “He’s blinded by his lust for power and his desire to break free from the Prince of Demons,” Arkemeya interrupted him. “That’s why now is the best time to kill the monster. I’ll avenge my mother and father, and you’ll fulfill your mission, whatever that is.” 
 
    “We’ll be devoured by the other Dah’Khasses.” 
 
    Arkemeya smiled widely. 
 
    “You won’t,” she hissed. “As soon as the King is gone, the veil will fall. We’ll have to hide somewhere for the night, and they’ll all be dead by morning.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. There was no point in the King continuing to toy with them. Arkemeya had no reason to risk her life if her story wasn’t true. As strange as it sounded, he believed every word she’d just said. In her position, he would’ve done the same. No, he had done the same. For some reason, she reminded him of the witch from the Islands who’d preferred to live amongst the wolves… 
 
    “That all sounds great, but even with your help, we can’t kill a Nameless. We aren’t strong enough,” Hadjar admitted ruefully. 
 
    “We can. And you are.” Arkemeya’s smile became even wider. “The King knows nothing about artifacts. If he did, he would’ve realized that a true artifact weapon wouldn’t have broken in his hands, but rather cut them off.” 
 
    The bone dagger appeared on the floor, right where the axes had just been. 
 
    “I managed to switch it with a fake while you were busy healing the Lascanians, orc. Fortunately, Hadjar’s oath said nothing about ‘borrowing’ things.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t know whether to curse himself for this or not. 
 
    “Damn me! Damn me!” He decided to do it. Better safe than sorry, right? 
 
    Hadjar straightened up, dispelled the Black Blade, and held his hand out to Arkemeya. 
 
    “I still don’t trust you, half-breed.” 
 
    “And rightly so, North Wind.” 
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    Steppe Fang kept a firm hold on Derek. The Lascanian was clutching the hilts of his daggers, which he’d aimed at Arkemeya’s chest. The demoness stood up, dusted off her torn dress, and gave Hadjar a predatory look. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how expensive this dress was?” She hissed. 
 
    Hadjar shrugged. “You’ll get another one.” 
 
    Arkemeya shook her head and rolled her eyes. The annoyance in her brilliant, sapphire orbs was almost palpable. 
 
    “Do you think there are looms on every corner around here? Have you seen fields of cotton or sheep anywhere?” 
 
    Hadjar was about to respond when Steppe Fang interrupted him. 
 
    “Are we going to argue, or are we going to try and save the world?” 
 
    Hadjar cleared his throat and looked pointedly at Arkemeya, who didn’t seem interested in continuing their argument either. Her dream was finally coming true. As for Hadjar, he’d come here seeking power, knowledge, and to earn the right to receive valuable resources from the orcs. So valuable, in fact, that he had to risk his life for them. Even if the Dah’Khasses carried out their plan, it wouldn’t affect the world much. Well, Lascan and Darnassus would lose a part of their lands and another race would appear, but who cared? The strongest cultivators of the Empires, those at the level of Lords and higher, wouldn’t be affected by this at all. 
 
    “Save the world.” Hadjar sighed, realizing that he’d probably been tricked again. However, the demoness wasn’t the one to blame this time. “What’s your plan, Arkemeya?” 
 
    “Aren’t you the genius with all the plans here?” She said, then arched her eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Steppe Fang!” 
 
    “Yes, North Wind?” 
 
    “Break her neck, please.” 
 
    The orc looked at him in puzzlement at first, but then he bared his lower fangs in a wide grin. 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    He threw Derek aside — by some miracle, the boy managed not to hit his head on a crystal torch — and reached forward to grab Arkemeya. As Hadjar had suspected, the demoness immediately moved back. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she said, raising her hands in surrender. “I’ll cooperate. You can call off your giant ape now.” 
 
    “Steppe Fang.” 
 
    “North Wind?” 
 
    “Leave her be. We’ll kill her later.” 
 
    The orc grabbed Derek, put his hand over his mouth again, and gave Hadjar a very subtle and roguish wink. Steppe Fang kept surprising him with his sharp wit. 
 
    “We’re not the only ones whose powers grow weaker in this place, are we?” Hadjar narrowed his eyes at the demoness. 
 
    “There’s a vein of Revelation Ore nearby,” Arkemeya explained. “The torches and the lamps in the Palace are made out of it.” 
 
    “Revelation Ore?” 
 
    “Yes. We use it to protect ourselves. You’ve already felt how heavy the atmosphere is, haven’t you?” 
 
    All three of them nodded. 
 
    “It isn’t the veil that makes it so potent, but this vein. It’s a natural anomaly. A few hundred tons of it can turn a weak cultivator into a mortal.” 
 
    A few hundred tons… Hadjar realized then why neither Lascan nor Darnassus had any weapons made from this metal. It was hard to imagine a sword or spear that weighed several hundred tons, but… 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Hadjar asked. He didn’t trust Arkemeya, but he’d hear her out. 
 
    The demoness, crouching down, pulled a yellowed sheet of paper out of her spatial artifact. There were several blueprints on it. Hadjar recognized the Royal Palace and its immediate surroundings. 
 
    The drawings were clumsy, but had been done with great care and diligence. Nevertheless, had a head of intelligence submitted something like this to a military council of any serious army, they would’ve immediately been punished. Apparently, his skepticism was reflected in his expression because Arkemeya became offended. 
 
    “I’ve been drawing this for nine years now,” she said in a low, mournful voice. “I couldn’t find any of your famous Imperial Schools around here to teach me how to do it. So shut up and listen.” She pointed at the map of the Palace. “Right now, we’re here, in the southern section, in the cells.” 
 
    “We’re aware of that,” Hadjar said. 
 
    Arkemeya glared at him for interrupting, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “I had you brought here for a reason,” the half-breed continued. “Here, near this wall,” she pointed at the spot on her map, “is a secret passage that no one except for me and a few Dah’Khasses who have mysteriously disappeared know about.” She grinned. 
 
    “They disappeared… Why?” 
 
    She looked at him, surprised by how stupid his question was. 
 
    “Why does no one else know about this tunnel?” Hadjar clarified. “Don’t look at me like that, Arkemeya. You’ve already betrayed us-” 
 
    “Only those who are loyal or close to you can betray you,” she interrupted him. “And I made it clear from the start that I wasn’t your ally. We’re temporarily united by a common goal. That’s all.” 
 
    “For the sake of that common goal, answer my question.” 
 
    “By the Evening Stars!” Arkemeya whispered something in a strange, sibilant language. “The Dah’Khasses know nothing about architecture. There used to be a small Kingdom of mortals here. They destroyed it, but are mimicking their habits and even using some of their knowledge to this day.” 
 
    Well, that explains the similarity between their lifestyle and that of humans. 
 
    “The passages are a remnant from those times,” Arkemeya continued. “When I was a little girl, I had to find and memorize all the hidden corners of the Palace so that I wouldn’t-” 
 
    The demoness shook her head. It wasn’t hard to guess that these memories were unpleasant for her to recall. It was unlikely that a half-breed who’d lost her mother and was shunned by her biological father had had an easy life in a Palace full of demons. 
 
    “We’ll use this passageway to get here…” She pointed at the spire of one of the towers, then moved her finger to the side. “Here, between the west wing and the north tower, in the middle of the eve of the Black Star, the King will try to conceive a child.” 
 
    “Try to?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “In order for him to succeed, your friend must be in a special state between life and death. During the… process, the King, focused on producing an offspring, will be as vulnerable as a mortal.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Don’t you already know?” The half-breed asked sarcastically, but her jibe was completely ignored. “It’ll be a normal sexual act that he won’t draw out. So, about a quarter of an hour to prepare for the ritual… Then anywhere from 20 to 45 minutes for the act itself.” 
 
    “We’ll aim to be there 15 minutes into the ritual, then,” Hadjar said. “Better to be too early than too late.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Arkemeya agreed. “However, there’s one problem-” 
 
    “Of course there is…” 
 
    “The King will have a squad of his personal guards with him. A dozen Dah’Khasses equal to human Spirit Knights and even Lords at the initial stage.” 
 
    Hadjar swore. 
 
    “How long do we have before the ritual begins?” 
 
    “A day and a half.” 
 
    A day and a half… A day and a half to get ready for the wildest adventure Hadjar had ever embarked on. 
 
    “I need to think,” he said. 
 
    Arkemeya folded the blueprints and put them back into her spatial artifact. 
 
    “No one will be coming down here,” she said. “I sealed the entrance, and none of the Dah’Khasses will risk losing their power, even if it’s temporary. The Revelation Ore affects them as well.” 
 
    Hadjar lay down on the stone floor, closed his eyes, and folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I need to consult someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    He barely heard her question, like she was standing a mile away. 
 
    “A distant ancestor of mine,” he replied, sinking into the abyss of his own consciousness. 
 
    He could hear a raven croaking and flapping its wings. The Black General was waiting for him. 
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    After falling through the darkness, Hadjar found himself in a place he’d visited many times before. He even missed it sometimes. He felt free here. He’d missed the rustling of the tall grass that stretched out as far as the eye could see. He’d missed the blue sky and the white clouds, the hill in the center of the vast valley, and the stone upon which his Master and ancestor had once sat. 
 
    “Master.” Hadjar knelt and touched his forehead to the ground in front of the stone. 
 
    Traves may have advanced along the path of life and thus no longer resided in the world of Hadjar’s soul, but this didn’t mean that Hadjar had forgotten about him or the respect he’d felt for the ancient dragon. 
 
    Standing up, he mechanically dusted off his clothes, although there was no need to do so in here, and noticed a slight change: there was now a little tree on the hill next to the stone. It was so small that it could easily be mistaken for a bush. Atop this tree, the little Quetzal slept. To the orcs, this bird represented the wind and freedom. It was also the guide to the abode of one’s forefathers. 
 
    “Hello, my new friend.” Hadjar leaned forward and stroked the bird’s plumage with his index finger. 
 
    When he looked at the tiny creature, he felt an unprecedented kinship and warmth. It was as if he were looking at something that he’d finally found after having missed it for a very long time. The bird opened its beak and crooned sleepily. Straightening his back, Hadjar looked at the horizon. As wonderful as it was, he hadn’t come here to reminisce. 
 
    “Well, it’s worth a try,” he said to himself, held out his hand, and focused. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to get here on his own before. After the shaman’s test and everything that had followed it, he’d begun to understand this place better. The green valley used to be nothing more than an illusion in which his Master had once lived. But he now realized that this world was as much a part of him as his heart, or his meridians and nodes. This world existed within him, so he had absolute power over it. 
 
    “Appear!” He ordered, clenching his fists. 
 
    The space in front of him twisted and shrank, and then a cage appeared out of thin air. Each bar of this small prison looked like a spiral made of iridescent light. The bottom of it was the night sky full of bright stars, and the top was the sky at noon. Inside the cage was a large raven sitting on a perch. Even behind bars, it emanated a monstrous power that could, without exaggeration, destroy a dozen Freyas. And this was only a fragment of the first Darkhan’s soul! It was a Shadow of the Black General’s Shadow. 
 
    “Finally!” The raven spoke with some difficulty. The bars flashed with every word it uttered. “Why do you keep tainting yourself with these elven poisons?” 
 
    “So that you don’t take over my body, Darkhan.” 
 
    The raven croaked amusedly. 
 
    “It’ll still be mine, little one,” it said. “Whatever you do, after six years and eleven months, this body will be mine.” 
 
    “If I don’t become a Lord.” 
 
    “A Lord?” The raven pondered this. “Hmm, yes… If you manage that, it will delay my takeover of this sack of flesh and bones, but not for long. Maybe a century, maybe even two, but, sooner or later, you’ll disappear, and this body will be mine.” 
 
    Hadjar tried to remain calm, but he couldn’t deceive the ancient Spirit. 
 
    “Are you surprised? Did you really think that that elf could save you? What naivety… It’s worthy of a newborn. Then again, you are still just a child.” 
 
    “I’ll get rid of you one day,” Hadjar said firmly. 
 
    “Only if you get rid of your soul first,” the bird replied. “You and I are one, descendant. You’ll understand that when we switch places and you’re the one stuck in this cage.” 
 
    Hadjar sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Arguing with the Spirit was useless. 
 
    “Can you tell me about the laws of the Heavens and the Earth?” Hadjar finally asked. 
 
    The raven cocked its head to one side and stretched out its wings. 
 
    “You’re right, descendant. Like all demons and gods, the Dah’Khasses aren’t immune to the laws.” 
 
    “You-” 
 
    “I see everything that happens to you,” it interrupted him. “I’ve already told you that we’re one and the same. I’ve been watching from the moment you were born. I’m always nearby. I know all your plans. All of them.” 
 
    “So what? I play with my cards facing you. That doesn’t matter. Will you tell me or not?” 
 
    The raven croaked in amusement. 
 
    “Not long ago, I offered you the power to deal with any enemy that crosses your path, but you refused. And now that you’ve come across something really dangerous, you come crawling back to me…” 
 
    Hadjar’s gaze became steel. 
 
    “I don’t remember asking you for power.” 
 
    “Knowledge is power, little one. If you’d managed to become an Immortal, you would’ve understood that. Alas, before you get to know your Spirit and become its Knight, I’ll send you to your eternal rest.” 
 
    Hadjar smiled broadly. 
 
    “But if the Dah’Khasses devour me, it’ll mean eternal slumber for you too.” 
 
    “It would, normally.” The raven turned away and looked at the horizon. “But out here, where there are no such laws, my Spirit might be able to free itself and-” 
 
    Hadjar unclenched his fists and the cage with the Enemy’s soul trapped inside of it disappeared into the folds of space. The Black General may have been one of the oldest creatures in this world, but he clearly lacked communication skills. 
 
    “That’s all I needed, anyway.” Hadjar looked up at the sky. “Long ago, in order to stay alive, I turned my back on a part of myself. That won’t happen again. I’ll take back what I once lost.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the sleeping Quetzal, and then raised his right arm, where his Name tattoo shone. While his Name sounded the same as the Enemy’s, that didn’t mean that it united them. His Name belonged to him alone and no one else. He had almost gotten lost in the abyss while trying to earn it. 
 
    Hadjar closed his eyes. 
 
    “I respect you, but I refuse to be your slave,” he whispered softly. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, there was a hieroglyph that looked like a beetle in front of him. Floating in endless darkness, it shone with a silver light. It looked like the darkness itself had been cut with a blade to write it. 
 
    In his battle with Tom Dinos, he had just barely managed to withstand the hieroglyph’s pressure. But things were different now. Quetzal sat perched on his right shoulder, observing the crimson light that emerged from Hadjar’s arm and wrapped around him like armor, or a shield. 
 
    “Today, I’ll wound you so gravely that you won’t be able to recover any time soon,” he growled. In this place ungoverned by the laws of the Heavens and the Earth, in this prison where mysterious ore blocked energy, Hadjar was no stronger than a mortal. However, this meant that the mark of the Sword was weaker as well. Arkemeya had said that a slave would remain a slave forever, but Hadjar begged to differ. As long as one’s spirit was free, they could never become a slave. By the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, Hadjar Darkhan had been free even when he’d been looking at the world around him from his hospital bed, unable to move! 
 
    A crushing attack slammed into the hieroglyph. 
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    A fist made of crimson energy struck its target. Hadjar felt a ruthless backlash wash over him in turn. As soon as the fist touched the thinnest line of the hieroglyph, the one that he’d destroyed during his fight with Tom Dinos, a wave of energy hit Hadjar. Like a tsunami, it threw him back, threatening to drown him. His soul shook like an autumn leaf ready to break off from the dry branch of reality. 
 
    “No,” he whispered defiantly. 
 
    He sat down in the lotus position and gathered more willpower. The fist broke apart and formed a sharp sword; it was a perfect copy of the Black Blade. The moment it touched the hieroglyph, it was also enveloped in the silver glow. 
 
    The beetle resisted. Hadjar couldn’t do anything but endure the increasing pressure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Steppe Fang and Derek sat to Hadjar’s left and Arkemeya to his right. They all waited with bated breath. 
 
    “By the Great Ancestors,” Steppe Fang whispered and then added something in his mother tongue. He whistled softly, summoning the blurry shape of a wolf. He could do no more at the moment. 
 
    A ball of silvery light gradually rose from Hadjar’s feet all the way up to his throat. He twitched slightly; streams of blue-black energy flowed through his body. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Derek asked, a little startled. 
 
    Only now did the orc understand what Hadjar had meant when he’d said that he had to talk to his ancestor. He knew that the human had the right to do as he pleased, but he didn’t approve of his decision. 
 
    “Soul wounds,” Arkemeya murmured. 
 
    She moved away warily, looking as if Hadjar might somehow harm her. One of the greatest fears of any cultivator were soul wounds. No potion, artifact, or Technique could save you from them. Only a strong heart and an incredible will to live. 
 
    “Was he that affected by our conversation?” 
 
    “No.” Steppe Fang held out his hand. At first, Arkemeya didn’t understand what he wanted from her, but then she gave the orc his bag. He took out his mortar and some roots. To everyone’s surprise, he drank the concoction that he prepared instead of giving it to Hadjar. “It’s because of the mark of the Weapon slave. It’s weaker here.” 
 
    Steppe Fang’s veins swelled and turned blue. He whispered something in his native language and put his palms on Hadjar’s convulsing chest. His veins throbbed, and the energy in them flowed through his palms and into Hadjar’s body. The silver shroud that had enveloped the young man gradually thinned out. 
 
    “I’ll buy you a few minutes, North Wind,” Steppe Fang growled. “Try to get as close as possible to freedom.” 
 
    With a growl, the orc poured even more of his energy into Hadjar. The blue light that his hands were emanating struggled against the silver shroud that gradually overcame his efforts. The higher the shroud rose, the worse the wounds that appeared on Hadjar’s soul became. 
 
    “Will he survive?” Arkemeya asked. 
 
    There was silence, broken only by Hadjar’s quiet groans. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the world of Hadjar’s soul, a storm was raging. The once snow-white clouds had turned black. With a furious rumble, gray lightning shook the sky as it streaked across it. It cut through the air like a sword and disappeared like an assassin in the night. Wind blew with monstrous strength, picking up rocks and chunks of soil only to throw them at Hadjar, who, still sitting in the lotus position, continued his attempts to cut the thinnest of the hieroglyph’s lines. 
 
    The deeper the crimson blade cut, the fiercer the pressure became. The mark was unwilling to let a cultivator who had been ‘given’ to it go. 
 
    Another wave of energy slammed into Hadjar. He was about to retreat in order to gather enough power for another attack when he suddenly felt someone’s presence. Breaking through the stormy sky, a column of blue light descended upon him, carrying with it Steppe Fang’s energy. Howls reached Quetzal, who was still sitting on Hadjar’s shoulder, making it spread its wings and fly up. It grew until it had a three-foot-long wingspan, then shrieked in challenge. 
 
    With a flap of its iridescent wings, Quetzal sent forth a stream of bluish wind that collided with the silver wave of the Sword’s energy. The clash resulted in an explosion of color that dug a furrow in the ground several feet deep, and then it tore through the sky, reducing the black clouds to shreds. 
 
    Hadjar exhaled and lowered his hands. 
 
    The line, unable to withstand the pressure, snapped like a guitar string. The wave of energy it released caused an earthquake, turning the ground into a turbulent sea of soil and rocks that threw Hadjar several feet to the side. He crashed into his Master’s favorite stone and immediately jumped to his feet. Wiping blood from the corners of his mouth, he formed the energy blade once again and attacked the wave of dirt that threatened to crush him. Punching through it, the blade continued forward and plunged itself into the hieroglyph. Even though there were at least a hundred lines left, some of which were broader and stronger than the first, that didn’t stop him. 
 
    “Will you help me?” He asked Quetzal, who had once again turned into a small bird. 
 
    It looked at him and nodded. 
 
    “Attack!” He shouted and charged the enemy with a battle cry. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He barely recovered. As if emerging from deep waters, he waded through vague shapes and distant sounds. Finally, he could make out the tired Steppe Fang. He took Arkemeya’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said and tried to stand up. 
 
    “What happened?” She asked angrily. 
 
    Derek and the orc seemed eager to know as well. 
 
    “It’s a long and complicated story,” Hadjar answered evasively, then turned his gaze to a crystal torch. “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Another one?” 
 
    He nodded. “However, this time, if nobody betrays us,” he looked at Arkemeya pointedly, “the Dah’Khasses’ festival will become their funeral.” 
 
    “Great! The ritual is starting in a few minutes.” Arkemeya grinned. 
 
    Hadjar blinked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You picked the wrong time to take a nap!” 
 
    “Damn it!” Grabbing a couple of torches as he ran, Hadjar rushed to the secret tunnel’s entrance. Without turning around, he shouted: “Follow me! We must kill the King!” 
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    They were silently running up a spiral staircase. Each of them knew what awaited them on the roof of the Palace where the ritual would take place: dozens of powerful Dah’Khasses who would stop at nothing to end their lives. 
 
    “Hadjar,” Arkemeya, who was running right behind him, said. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
     “Yes,” he responded, although her tone implied that the question would be anything but pleasant. 
 
    They climbed in silence for a bit longer. 
 
    “If we survive, will you tell me how to get to Kurkhadan?” 
 
    Hadjar stumbled. 
 
    “Of course.” He didn’t mind telling her, but he would prefer not to have to take her there. “Damn it!” He cursed once he realized that he needed to look after her. He had no idea what Helmer wanted with Arkemeya, but he was certain that the Lord of Nightmares would be upset with him if something happened to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly. 
 
    Hadjar gave himself a mental slap and dove into his soul. He reached for the sleeping dragon; it responded immediately and slithered into Hadjar’s chest tattoo that served as a gateway to its power. In the physical world, Hadjar was now wrapped in a cloak made of black fog; his arms were protected by light armor, and a wide belt had wrapped itself around his waist. 
 
    The effects of the Revelation Ore had faded and Hadjar could feel his power returning. The Black Blade, adorned with a blue hieroglyph at its tip, materialized in his hand. His scarlet Name tattoo, which was visible through the armor, covered his arm from the tips of his fingers to his shoulder. If anyone from the Moon Army of Lidus could see him now, they wouldn’t recognize him. Even Elaine would have a hard time recognizing her own brother. 
 
    Still reminiscing, Hadjar rammed the iron door with his shoulder, making it fly off its hinges, skid across the roof, and fly over the edge. From this high up, the Dah’Khasses’ fields looked like a vast sea of flesh, bone, and rusty steel. Hundreds of thousands of armed zombies stood at the foot of the Palace, brandishing spears, swords, and axes, and yelling incoherently. Green fire shone in their empty eyes. Many of them rode huge, hairy bats. The three-eyed, unnatural beasts cast a wide shadow over the scene, making it even creepier and more foreboding. 
 
    “By the gods and demons,” Derek swore. 
 
    His daggers turned into feathers made of water, ready to tear his enemies apart. Arkemeya drew her sabers and touched the medallion on her chest. It transformed into a thick set of Imperial level steel armor. 
 
    “I found it on one of the wrecked ships,” she answered Hadjar’s unspoken question. 
 
    Steppe Fang, holding a huge axe in each hand, was also wrapped in his Call. The giant wolf bared its teeth behind him. Looking at the orc, Hadjar noticed that he, unlike human Spirit Knights, had merged with his Spirit. They seemed to complement each other. Even the orc’s grin was feral and intense. 
 
    “Well, we’re ready, aren’t we?” 
 
    Hadjar swung his blade and ran along the edge of the sloping roof, toward a wide platform floating above the highest spire of the Palace. In the center of it stood the King. Still wearing the same scarlet and black doublet, he had a thoughtful, slightly melancholy expression on his face. In his hands was Irma, dressed in a black, lacy dress, with wind ruffling her white hair. A necklace made of an unusual scarlet and silver metal with a large snowflake pendant adorned her neck. 
 
    “It’s about to begin,” Arkemeya whispered. 
 
    The King flapped his cloak and Irma soared into the sky. Her waist was level with the King’s own. The girl’s legs parted by themselves, revealing the absence of underwear… 
 
    Hadjar didn’t want to look, so he turned away, but he could still hear her horrified cries. 
 
    “IRMA!” A desperate shout came from behind him. “WE’RE COMING TO SAVE YOU!” 
 
    “Idiot,” Hadjar hissed. 
 
    They were still about two hundred feet from the platform. They’d hoped to get there unnoticed, but Derek’s cry had attracted the attention of dozens of Dah’Khasses, including the Queen, who was standing on a pile of gray-skinned zombies. She looked so prideful, as if her feet touching the roof tiles would soil her. 
 
    She gazed at the intruders with disdain and slight surprise, then waved her hand imperiously. A dozen Dah’Khasses dressed in elegant coats and dresses cast away their masks and revealed their true forms. Their clothes merged with their bodies and leathery wings unfolded behind them. Their jaws elongated and sharp, yellow fangs protruded from beneath their thin, blue lips. 
 
    At the foot of the Palace, standing in front of the zombie horde, were thousands of other Dah’Khasses. They’d raised their hands up toward the black sky and were swaying their bodies in strange, rhythmic movements that resembled both an orgy and an ecstatic dance. 
 
    “Let me fight them.” Hadjar stepped forward, putting himself in the way of a dozen monsters equal in power to the initial stage of the Spirit Knight level. Opening their mouths, they let out low, guttural sounds that should’ve made him experience a wave of irresistible desire and carnal pleasure. But all their attempts were in vain. He didn’t even notice that they were trying to influence his mind. 
 
    They charged him, set on tearing him apart. 
 
    Their combined aura struck the squad. Derek, the weakest of the four of them, staggered and almost fell off the roof, but Steppe Fang caught him and gave him a small bundle of herbs. 
 
    “Eat this,” he growled. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    [image: ]The orc frowned at him, making Derek swallow the bundle without further questions. No sooner had he done so than he felt his body begin to twitch. His veins swelled and became filled with blue light. His daggers shone with an energy so powerful and fierce that it could easily belong to a Spirit Knight. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” the orc growled. “Then you’ll pass out. And you’ll be powerless for a day.” 
 
    “Are you two done chatting?” Hadjar chuckled. “Great.” 
 
    The Dah’Khasses were within range. A tornado of black energy erupted around Hadjar. Inside it, the outline of a dragon’s head with two bright, star-spangled blue eyes was just barely discernible. 
 
    “Strong Wind!” 
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    Back when he’d fought in the battle of the Kurkhadan oasis with the help of its Spirit and an Imperial blade, Hadjar had managed to perform an attack that hadn’t injured, but had at least distracted a Spirit Knight at the initial stage. 
 
    He had been a simple practitioner back then, but now an experienced Heaven Soldier stood on the roof of the demons’ Palace, one whose meridians had the powerful Wolf Broth of the orcs running through them, and whose right arm was adorned with a scarlet Name tattoo. A true Name tattoo. Hadjar’s energy body had become an integral part of him. His channels and nodes were as dense as his core, which now shone as brightly as a star on a clear night. Neither Tom nor Anise could boast about having such a strong core. None of this had been easy to acquire; he’d paid for everything with blood and sweat. He’d conquered obstacles that most would’ve simply avoided. The Black Blade that he gripped so tightly was now as powerful as an Imperial level artifact. 
 
    Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind, had never before been so strong and so eager to prove to himself that he was still very much alive. 
 
    Energy rushed from his core and into his meridians, filling them with power and light. It flowed into his body, into every cell and every atom, making it almost as strong and powerful as an Earth level artifact. He felt like he could break a wall six bricks thick with a single punch and lift more than two thousand pounds. He could also feel the Black Blade’s joy — it was glad that its wielder had become so strong. 
 
    Passing through his elongated channels with incredible speed, the power from his core flowed into the Black Blade with an almost overwhelming intensity. It connected with the essence of the Imperial level blade and swirled, ready to assume any form he needed it to. 
 
    The pillar of black energy dissipated, leaving Hadjar standing with his sword in hand. He slashed his blade through the air, sending forth an attack imbued with a deep understanding of the essence of the Sword. Along with the mysteries of the Sword’s Heart, he added his own energy to the attack, as well as that of the blade, and then merged them into the first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. 
 
    The resulting ‘Strong Wind’ turned into a giant wave of black wind that swept across the roof, turning the stone statues in its path into dust. The Dah’Khasses’ sonic attacks burst like soap bubbles. 
 
    Twenty pairs of blue lights flashed within the wave of black wind. They were the eyes of ten black dragon-swords that cut through everything they came across, leaving glimmering azure trails in their wake. 
 
    The Dah’Khasses shielded themselves with their wings. They were as strong as Heaven level artifacts, and they were impervious to the attacks of even a Heaven Soldier at the advanced stage. However, the dragons had no trouble with them. Green blood splashed across the roof tiles and the air was filled with furious screams. 
 
    Hadjar concentrated his power into his legs and pushed off the roof. Using the ‘Wind’ stance and his Call, he turned into the ghostly figure of a dragon. Whizzing through the air, he covered a hundred yards in an instant and cut through the demons. 
 
    His sword shone like black lightning. The ‘Spring Wind’ stance allowed him to create a wide arc of energy with each swing, making it look like he wasn’t wielding a sword, but a constantly expanding crescent of black death. 
 
    Most of the demons didn’t even manage to assume their true forms. With each attack, Hadjar cut down several enemies at the initial stage of the Spirit Knight level. The Dah’Khasses died screaming, writhing in pools of their own blood and entrails. With each new corpse it got to feast on, the Black Blade became a little stronger. 
 
    Hadjar kept attacking like a furious hurricane, engaged in combat with over twenty enraged enemies. They sometimes managed to bite him, but they ended up screaming in frustration when they did, unable to damage Hadjar’s Call. It was now as strong as high-quality Heaven level armor, and could even withstand a Spirit Knight’s power. 
 
    Cutting off the head of yet another monster, Hadjar kicked it, aiming at the forehead of the one next to it. Grabbing the stunned Dah’Khass, he lifted him into the air with a wave of his hand, then threw him at one of his other comrades. Knocking both of them down, he stabbed them with his blade, pinning them to the roof. 
 
    Three enemies, taking advantage of this brief delay, pounced on Hadjar, but two axes that appeared out of nowhere made quick work of them. Steppe Fang sank his fangs into the wing of one of the demons and, biting it off, spat it to the side. Before the rest of the Dah’Khasses could flee, the orc gestured for Derek to join in. 
 
    “Dolphin’s Leap!” The young man shouted. 
 
    It was a simple, Spirit level attack without any deeper mysteries behind it, but thanks to the orc’s potion, it impressed even Hadjar. 
 
    Derek swung his weapons, sending drops of water into the air. They then turned into a hundred miniature feathers and rained down on the roof. Dozens of Dah’Khasses roared in pain and tried to shield themselves with their wings. The feathers were too sharp, however, and pierced through their thin, leathery membranes, rendering the wings useless. 
 
    Steppe Fang, seizing the initiative and emanating overwhelming power, swung his axes and cut into the enemy ranks. Drunk on bloodlust, he drenched himself and his surroundings in blood with every swing he took. He was like a wolf on the prowl — merciless to his prey. 
 
    Many Dah’Khasses fell to their deadly onslaught, but a dozen more, standing close to the ritual platform, remained motionless. Hadjar, drenched in blood, both his own and that of his enemies, looked up at the Queen. He did so just in time to see her raise her hand. 
 
    It was a simple gesture, but it caused an explosion of incredible power. All three of them were lifted off the ground and slammed into the wall of the Palace tower. If not for the potion, Derek would’ve probably died from the impact. However, despite that, several fractures, including an open one along his left arm, didn’t stop him from standing back up. He would sooner die than back down. 
 
    “I’ll hold her off.” Arkemeya, who’d remained on the sidelines until now, came forward. “The rest is up to you.” 
 
    Hadjar watched her go, feeling nothing but respect for her determination and fearlessness. 
 
    She would’ve made a good opponent. 
 
    “There’s still so many guards left before we even get to the King… What do we do?” Steppe Fang growled. 
 
    Hadjar looked up. 
 
    “I have an idea. But I need the Queen out of the picture first.” 
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     “Arkemeya!” The Queen hissed. 
 
    She stood on a pile of zombies, with the spires of the Palace towering behind her. Against the backdrop of the high mountains, beneath the dark sky, and surrounded by the raging wind, she looked worthy of her title as the Queen of the Dah’Khasses. A rogue spark, the result of steel clashing against steel, set fire to the dry wood. 
 
    “My Queen.” Arkemeya gave her a deep curtsy. “You can’t imagine how many years I’ve waited for this moment.” 
 
    “Foolish girl,” the Queen sneered. “Do you honestly believe that your treachery has surprised my husband?” 
 
    “Your husband is busy at the moment, fucking a human right behind you.” 
 
    “He can fuck whoever he pleases,” the Queen replied with a shrug. “Poor Arkemeya… Even though you’re half-demon, you still think like a human.” 
 
    “And I’m proud of that!” Arkemeya shouted furiously. “Are you not tired of this masquerade? Assume your true form, you damned freak!” 
 
    “You think you’re worthy of my true form, you lowlife? I’ll deal with you without it.” 
 
    With a smile, the Queen took a step forward. Blue silk danced around her slender legs and up her torso, revealing a flat stomach adorned with odd patterns. Her ample bosom was hidden beneath a strip of the blue cloth. It was hard to believe that all of this was an illusion that hid her true appearance. 
 
    “Are these… weaklings your allies? They’re but ants that have just recently learned how to bite! I raised you better than this.” 
 
    “My mother raised me, you bitch!” Arkemeya exclaimed as energy began to swirl around her. Golden and blue with streaks of crimson, it was reminiscent of a desert dawn. It looked like blood that had been spilled on gold and diamonds. 
 
    “Yes, I still remember the taste of her blood,” the Queen said with a wicked grin and licked her fingers. 
 
    She walked across the pile of zombies, which moved along with her steps. Sometimes, they’d reach for her in hopes of touching the hem of her skirt, but they were immediately pulled back every time. 
 
    “You will die today, hag.” Arkemeya’s eyes flashed and the energy that surrounded her became more solid, taking the form of her Spirit, which immediately flew into her. It looked like two huge, crossed sabers, both of them almost six feet long. Hadjar stared at them in awe; he’d never seen a Lord’s Spirit before. 
 
    “Deadly Dream!” She screamed as she unsheathed her weapons. 
 
    The blades shimmered, summoning an invisible stream of energy that began to assume different shapes: a herd of horses rushed off into the distance, followed by a group of howling warriors waving their hammers around wildly. It was difficult to understand the essence of the attack as it confused the mind even more than the spells of the Dah’Khasses normally did. 
 
    “Pathetic,” the Queen sneered and raised her left hand. Something red flashed in her palm and she unleashed a stream of monstrously powerful energy. Surging forward, it pierced through Arkemeya’s attack and threw her back. With a shout of pain, the demoness flew through the wall, leaving a hole behind. 
 
    Hadjar started coming up with another plan. For a moment, he thought that the demoness was dead, as he could no longer feel her energy in the World River. 
 
    “I said that you’d die today, hag!” 
 
    Arkemeya appeared behind the Queen. She seemed to come out of a fold in space itself. It resembled Einen’s shadow Technique, but the half-breed didn’t need any shadows. 
 
    Her sabers flashed with a golden flame so intense and powerful that it instantly incinerated the undead. Hadjar had never seen anything as mighty as her sabers. Her attacks could’ve wounded the Primeval Giant itself. 
 
    “You’ve gotten stronger.” 
 
    The Queen moved her left forearm in front of her, blocking the attack. However, the blades still sank a few inches into her flesh. 
 
    “It’s time to end this,” she hissed as a bone, one as long and sharp as a blade, emerged from her right wrist. “Mommy’s waiting for you, dearie.” 
 
    With a smile, the Queen waved her hand. There were no mysteries or Techniques in her attack, only raw power equal to Steppe Fang’s own. Unable to dodge, Arkemeya was cut in half. 
 
    After slicing through her, the attack, turning into a crescent of colorless energy, continued on for over a hundred yards, cutting down the towers in its path. The rest of the Dah’Khasses, lost in a trance of ecstasy, paid no attention to the battle. Even when huge fragments of the destroyed towers turned several of them into bloody smears of flesh, they continued their orgy. 
 
    “You’re right, Queenie. My mother is waiting… For vengeance!” 
 
    Hadjar could hardly believe his eyes. Arkemeya’s figure rippled slightly, and then the two halves of her body came together once again. Not a drop of blood fell to the roof. Taking advantage of the Queen’s astonishment, Arkemeya kicked her. Her foot, encased in Imperial level armor, sent the Queen crashing through the roof, plunging her into the darkness of the Palace’s interior. 
 
    “Stop him!” Arkemeya urged them and then jumped after the Queen. 
 
    Suddenly, the King let out a deafening roar that was instantly joined by a chorus of thousands of delighted moans and sighs. 
 
    “Irma!” Derek cried out, but she didn’t hear him. 
 
    Her frightened moans and sobs died away. She stopped shaking and twitching, then locked her legs around the King’s waist and opened her now ruby-red eyes. 
 
    “My love,” she whispered and passionately kissed the King. 
 
    Grinning as they kissed, he waved his cloak and covered them with an impenetrable cocoon that began to spin. Hearing a rumble, Hadjar looked up and saw the stormy clouds forming a wide funnel, revealing the gloom of the moonless sky. 
 
    “It has begun,” Steppe Fang growled. 
 
    “We stick to the plan,” Hadjar said firmly and mentally dove into his spatial ring. The fate of two Empires, or perhaps even the whole world, depended on whether his mad plan worked or not. 
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    The King’s personal guards were far stronger than the other Dah’Khasses: their power ranged from the peak stage of the Spirit Knight level to the initial stage of the Lord level. 
 
    “Guards!” One of them stepped forward. “Protect the King and the Prince!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Their black cloaks merged with their bodies, and four broad wings spread out behind them. As tall as Steppe Fang, they had gray skin and short but wide claws. They, too, wielded blades made of bone. 
 
    “Gods save us!” Derek recoiled. 
 
    The Dah’Khasses at the foot of the Palace, finally shaking off their delirium and ecstasy, flew over the moat and began to climb the walls. Something seemed to be preventing them from flying directly up to the platform. 
 
    “On my signal!” 
 
    From his spatial ring, Hadjar retrieved one of the ship’s crystals that he’d used to create turbulence in the streams of the World River back at the Palace. In order to turn them into weapons that could hurt the demons, they had inserted them into fragments of the sconces from the dungeons. Taking out one of these impromptu ‘shrapnel grenades’, Hadjar tossed it into the air. 
 
    When the demons saw the grenade, they scattered so quickly that their forms blurred. In a heartbeat, they surrounded the squad. Their blades were vibrating slightly, radiating a strange aura that was so powerful it cut into the nearby statues and the roof. 
 
    Grinning, Hadjar took out two more grenades. 
 
    “Come on!” He shouted, swinging his sword so quickly that his three rapid strikes seemed to merge into one. 
 
    When the attacks hit the grenades, Derek and Steppe Fang used their best Techniques. The orc howled and his Spirit bared its fangs and leapt forward. Hadjar watched in disbelief as it passed through the orc’s body and merged with his axes, turning them into a pair of wolf maws. With a cry, the orc swung his axes and traced a wide arc in the air with them, conjuring two exact copies of his Spirit. With every step the copies took, they created yet more copies, until Steppe Fang commanded a pack numbering a hundred wolves, each of which was just as powerful as the original. 
 
    Derek didn’t waste any time either. He brought his daggers together, then flung his arms to the side, creating a line of shimmering droplets between them. 
 
    “Morning Tide!” He shouted, desperate to contribute, as he could sense that the potion’s effects were slowly fading. 
 
    Energy equal to the Spirit Knight level poured out of him in a single stream. The drops stretched until they became three-foot-long needles. Twisting and spinning, they scattered, aimed at the guards. 
 
    There was a deafening explosion, followed by two more, even louder explosions. Spheres of blue energy swirled in the spots where the needles had struck. Derek’s weapons turned into simple blades and he was pinned to the roof. Steppe Fang and Hadjar, still maintaining their Calls with power from their souls, felt weak. The guards fell before they could even reach them. 
 
    Fragments of the Revelation Ore, dispersed by the explosions, scattered in all directions. Hadjar, leaping in front of the stunned Steppe Fang, moved his sword with frightening speed. Each swing of his blade was followed by a bright flash as it deflected dozens of tiny ore fragments. On their own, they couldn’t completely block one’s energy, but if they got under your skin, they could make it harder to use. And that was exactly what Hadjar had wanted. Every shard he deflected was aimed at the guards who hadn’t been hit by Derek’s or Steppe Fang’s Techniques. 
 
    The wolves had killed three Dah’Khasses, two of which had been equal to a Spirit Knight, and one to a Lord, reducing them to little more than bloodstains. Powerful as they’d been, they still hadn’t been able to handle the orc’s monstrous attack, which had been full of raw power combined with Spirit. Hadjar still didn’t understand how Steppe Fang could do something like that. It defied everything he’d learned about cultivation. Then again, orc cultivation was clearly very different from what he’d been taught. 
 
    As for Derek’s Technique, it had been powerful enough to accomplish his goal. Their power severely weakened, most of the Dah’Khasses had been saved by their natural protection. However, they hadn’t been Derek’s target. No. The young man had been focused on one particular enemy — a Lord at the initial stage. 
 
    Nine of the needles had merged into one, forming a large blade of ice that had plunged itself deep into the Dah’Khass’ eye and instantly killed her. 
 
    When the dust settled and the guards rose to their feet, only five of the original ten were still standing: four Spirit Knights and one Lord. The latter had a mightier build, long, bony fangs, and powerful wings that had been rendered useless. Shredded by the Revelation Ore, they now looked like tattered sails. Some of the guards, as Hadjar had planned, had shrapnel embedded under their skin. The ore would prevent them from properly using their energy and, therefore, their power. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that,” the guard at the Lord level hissed. “Kill them all!” 
 
    “The. Biggest. One. Is. Mine!” Steppe Fang growled. 
 
    Pushing off from the roof, he soared into the air, axes raised high above his head. The maws had already transformed back into paws. And although they’d lost more than half their power, they were still formidable weapons. 
 
    With a shout, the orc came crashing down on the Lord, who protected himself by blocking the attack with his crossed daggers. The two giants colliding made the tiles beneath them crumble and the statues all around them fall apart. 
 
    Shielding himself with his cloak, Hadjar turned to Derek. 
 
    “Distract — Derek!” 
 
    The Lascanian, swaying slightly, was holding his hand against his left side. Blood was trickling out from between his fingers. 
 
    “Delicious,” one of the guards grinned, chewing on a piece of Derek’s flesh, his chin and fangs stained crimson. 
 
    “Damn it all!” Hadjar swore in frustration. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, he focused his will on one spot and threw Derek back. 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
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    Until recently, Hadjar had wielded his blade in a truly inefficient manner. But now, thanks to the experience that had helped him get stronger and had deepened his understanding of the Sword’s essence, he could perform truly powerful and skillful attacks. Swinging his blade in a wide arc, he created a blanket of darkness that covered the roof like a black fog. The outline of a fifty-foot-long replica of the Black Blade formed at its edges. 
 
    A terrifying attack, equal in power to that of a mid-stage Spirit Knight’s, moved at a blistering speed. Even Anise Dinos, the fastest warrior Hadjar had ever seen, would’ve only been able to block it, not dodge it. 
 
    The guards were even faster than her, but they, too, were unable to avoid his attack completely. Three of them managed to avoid the Technique and take only minimal damage; holding their crossed daggers in front of them just in case, they jumped a dozen yards back and crashed into statues depicting odd monsters. The one who’d been eating Derek’s flesh didn’t manage to react in time. The ‘Black Wind’ passed through him as if he were made of paper. The demon’s eyes rolled back and his body split in half, a fountain of green blood rocketing into the sky. Guts spilled out from his cleaved abdomen and rolled down the slope of the roof. 
 
    Before the first drops of blood even landed on the tiles, Hadjar took off. Using the ‘Wind’ stance, he turned into a plume of black fog. His body, strengthened by the Wolf Broth, disappeared with a sound that resembled a dragon’s roar. 
 
    Leaving a trail of black fog in his wake, Hadjar turned into the spectral silhouette of a dragon. Cutting through the curtain of demon blood with his elbow, he attacked the remaining enemies, determined to deal with them as quickly as possible. If he failed, he’d never be able to boast of his achievements to Einen. 
 
    The guards came to their senses almost immediately. Stopping near the one closest to him, Hadjar swung his sword at him in an upward, vertical slice. The trail of energy that followed his blade looked like a fang ready to tear apart any target. The Dah’Khass retaliated by attacking him with his dagger. A rough wave of power struck Hadjar’s dark energy, sending sharp gusts of wind out in all directions. They left deep scratches on the statues, tore off layers of tiles from the roof, and pushed back the other Dah’Khasses. 
 
    Sensing a threat approaching him from the left, Hadjar punched the demon in the jaw with his left fist, which was clad in armor made of fog. There was an unpleasant crunch and the Dah’Khass collapsed. Turning on his heel, Hadjar ducked under the second guard’s dagger. Instead of cutting him open from his collarbone to his waist, the demon only grazed his hip. Blood that was the color of dark rubies splattered across the tiles, but that didn’t stop Hadjar. On the contrary, the pain made him hear battle drums beating in his mind. In the dream, he had enjoyed sex and alcohol the most, but here, in the real world, his vice and biggest pleasure was battle. 
 
    Swiftly moving behind the demon, Hadjar kicked him just below the knee. Falling to the tiles, the demon tried to protect himself with his wings, but soon realized that they were about as useful to him as a tattered rag. The Black Blade exuded bloodlust as it sank into the demon’s chest, pinning him to the roof. Without allowing the sword to feast, Hadjar directed his energy into the weapon. Combining itself with the blade’s power, it surged out of the blade’s tip in the form of a black ray that forced the third guard to assume a defensive stance. Demons, used to only fighting against other demons, knew nothing of sword Techniques. 
 
    Hadjar allowed the Black Blade to feast. In an instant, a myriad of hungry, dark wisps of fog emptied the demon’s energy body. Tearing apart nodes and burning meridians, they tore the shards of his Spirit out of them. A second later, all that remained of the once-menacing demon was nothing but an empty husk. Hadjar yanked the blade out of his victim. The corpse turned into dust and was scattered all over the roof by the wind. 
 
    “Don’t you like being devoured?” He asked the wary guard with a smirk. 
 
    He was suddenly almost knocked down by something huge and red. Dodging, he stretched out his cloak with an effort of will and caught Steppe Fang as he flew past him. He looked terrible. There was a gaping wound in his torso through which his ribcage could be seen, and he was also missing a large chunk of flesh from his right bicep. Something had done quite a number on him. 
 
    “Let’s swap,” Hadjar said and threw Steppe Fang at the Dah’Khass he’d just punched in the jaw. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar noticed Derek kicking the climbing Dah’Khasses off the walls. He nodded in approval and rushed at the demon Steppe Fang had been fighting. The demon’ right wing had been cut off and he was bleeding heavily. His left arm had been bitten into so viciously that his forearm was hanging on by only a thin strip of flesh, exposing the elbow joint. Despite all of that, the demon was lazily eating a chunk of orc meat. This seemed to be helping him as his wounds were slowly healing. 
 
    “Autumn Leaf!” Hadjar shouted, imagining four leaves falling from a tree and landing on the demon’s limbs 
 
    His attack was faster than the speed of sound. Slashing through the air four times, the Black Blade formed a square. Sheathing his sword, Hadjar used the ‘Spring Wind’ stance and lunged at the demon. 
 
    The darkness took on the form of a thin dragon fang and pierced the square. The demon, still eating, deflected it with his dagger. A wave of raw, primal power got in the way of Hadjar’s lunge, but the ‘Falling Leaf’ Technique still landed. 
 
    Four attacks struck the demon. Hadjar had made sure to aim at his most vulnerable points — the joints. However, despite taking a direct hit, the demon remained standing. Rolling through the attack, he rose to his feet and dusted himself off. Green blood ran down his body from deep gashes. Try as he might, Hadjar couldn’t break through the demon’s natural defenses. 
 
    “What-” 
 
    “Swap!” The orc’s muffled growl rang out. 
 
    Leaping over Hadjar, one of his axes clenched between his teeth, he came down on the demon like a rockslide. They were soon engaged in a desperate fight once more. 
 
    Hadjar, turning back to the two enemies he’d left behind previously, hoped that the orc had managed to kill at least one of them. However, Steppe Fang seemed to have used Hadjar’s attack as a chance to rest up. The two guards came to their senses and started approaching him when a red beam shot out, coming from somewhere below Hadjar, forcing him to sidestep it. It blasted through one of the demons and disappeared somewhere in the sky. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Somewhere in the depths of the Palace, the Queen was fighting Arkemeya. It had been her attack that had made Hadjar’s fight a little bit easier. 
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    Hadjar, already knowing what to expect, felt a ripple within the energy flows. A month ago, he’d lacked the knowledge and experience needed to anticipate such an attack, but things were different now. 
 
    The demon’s invisible maw closed an inch away from his throat. Sparing a glance at Derek, who was still dealing with the climbing Dah’Khasses, Hadjar turned into a plume of black fog and charged his opponent. The Black Blade struck the guard’s shoulder. The Dah’Khass reacted by bringing his dagger up to try and block any further attacks, but Hadjar twisted his wrist slightly, and the slash, followed by a shadowy crescent, sank between the demon’s ribs. 
 
    The blade immediately bit into the demon’s energy body, making him snarl and stagger. He tried to cut Hadjar with his dagger, but his movements were so predictable that an experienced swordsman like Hadjar didn’t even have to dodge. Twisting his body slightly, he evaded the attack and, clenching his left fist, rammed it into the demon’s stomach. Before the Wolf Broth, the punch wouldn’t have done any significant damage, but after his training at the waterfall, Hadjar was physically stronger than most Heaven Soldiers. 
 
    The Dah’Khass bent forward and coughed. Blood spilled across the tiles, dying them an acid green. Hadjar turned his blade around and held it in a reverse grip. With a single slash, he cut off the demon’s head. 
 
    He impaled the mauled body with his sword, allowing the Black Blade to feast on the dead demon’s Spirit. To his recently empowered blade, this was but a drop in a truly gigantic bucket, one that would require nothing short of a flood to be filled, but Hadjar wasn’t going to pass up any opportunity to get even a tiny bit closer to his goal. 
 
    Since he’d just finished off his last opponent, Hadjar ran over to help Steppe Fang, who was stuck in a deadly fight against the Dah’Khass at the Lord level. The two flailed their weapons around in a wild, never-ending dance, spilling blood and sending chunks of flesh flying. 
 
    Steppe Fang had never looked more like his Spirit than he did now. Pondering how he could help the orc, Hadjar looked around, stopping for a moment to soak in the utter ridiculousness of what was going on. It seemed strange even to him. There were only three of them here, fighting the demons, and one of them barely qualified. The simple Lascanian disciple of the small ‘Red Mule’ school had admittedly taken some orc concoction, but even in that state, he would hardly be able to apply to ‘The Holy Sky’ School and hope to pass any test, so… Hadjar was also under no illusions about himself: he might be stronger than many other humans, but he was far from the strongest. And as for Steppe Fang… There were many orcs far more powerful than he was… 
 
    Snapping out of his morose thoughts, Hadjar deflected a fragment of the Dah’Khass’ attack. Both the demon and Steppe Fang paused for a moment. Taking advantage of the situation, Hadjar turned into a plume of black fog and rammed into the unsuspecting demon with his shoulder. 
 
    Pushing against him, Hadjar stretched his cloak out toward Steppe Fang, who, guessing what his friend had in mind, grabbed it by the edge. With a powerful swing, Hadjar sent him flying past the demon. Grinning wildly, a fierce glint in his eyes, Steppe Fang swung an axe wrapped in the energy of his Call and cut off the demon’s legs. The Dah’Khass Lord started to fall. 
 
    “Black Wind!” Hadjar shouted as he soared into the sky. 
 
    His blade, like a swooping dragon, broke both the demon’s body and the roof. It created such a powerful stream of wind and energy that it cut down any demons that had managed to get past Derek. The panting Lascanian, whose veins had returned to normal, pressed his back against the wall of a half-destroyed tower and sank to the floor. 
 
    “Thank you,” he mouthed. 
 
    It was clear that he could do nothing else in the state he was currently in. The young man was still conscious only thanks to his burning desire for revenge and pure spite. 
 
    The roof, now dyed red and green, was finally silent. Hadjar went over to Steppe Fang and helped him up. The Call’s energy swirled around the stub that had once been his left arm, keeping the orc from bleeding out. 
 
    “How are you?” Hadjar asked and almost laughed at the stupidity of his own question. 
 
    “Alive.” Steppe Fang breathed out. “And you?” 
 
    Hadjar only then realized that, in addition to the wound on his hip, there was also a hole in his already wounded left side. The Lord level demon had been the strongest guard. Before he’d died to the Black Blade, he’d managed to hurt Hadjar. If not for his Call, he would be bleeding out right now. 
 
    “I’m also alive.” 
 
    Sharing a grim look and a determined nod, they turned toward the platform. 
 
    The hole in the veil had grown bigger. The dark clouds and the iridescent lightning danced along its edges. 
 
    The King wasn’t stupid. 
 
    If he’d removed the veil completely, the serpents would’ve dived down and turned the gorge into their nest. Not even a Nameless would be able to deal with them if that happened. 
 
    The crimson cocoon pulsed in the center of the beam of moonlight shining through the hole in the veil. Judging by its constant shifting about, the ritual was still happening inside of it. Hadjar didn’t want to imagine what that must’ve looked like. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Hadjar asked Steppe Fang and pulled the last grenade out of his spatial ring. 
 
    “Ready.” The orc nodded, wiping away blood that was leaking from the corners of his mouth. 
 
    With an effort of will, Hadjar flung the grenade at the cocoon. Thanks to the ore fragments, it broke through the veil that protected the floating platform. Before the hole could close back up, Hadjar sent a stream of energy reinforced by the ‘Spring Wind’ stance after it. 
 
    Just as the explosion was about to go off, a pale hand popped out of the cocoon. It grabbed the grenade and squeezed, turning it into a rain of glittering dust. The stream of energy that had been following it disappeared in a haze. The cocoon spread out, assuming the form of a scarlet and black cloak. The King, holding Irma by the waist, landed on the platform. A faint, dreamy smile was dancing on his lips. 
 
    “Nice try, little hunters,” he said in a honeyed voice. “But you’re too late.” 
 
    He didn’t move at all, but all three of them suddenly felt weak. They were then lifted off the ground and forced to float over to him. 
 
    “What a strange bunch you three are!” The King sniffed each of them. “An orc from the Steppenwolf Tribe. The Chief’s son, no less.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Steppe Fang in surprise. He’s the son of Bear’s Rage? 
 
    “I’ve come to avenge my brother!” 
 
    “I didn’t kill your brother,” the King said. “Though I will grant you that he’s somewhere in my fields. You’ll join him soon enough, don’t you worry.” 
 
    Steppe Fang closed his mouth. Hadjar guessed that the orc wouldn’t be able to speak unless the King allowed him to. 
 
    “A Lascanian…” 
 
    “You killed my fiancée!” 
 
    “I did.” The King shrugged. Derek, too, was then forced to shut his mouth. 
 
    The King and Hadjar stared at each other for a long moment. 
 
    “And a descendant of the Enemy.” The King smiled. “If you had just asked, I would’ve made you the guest of honor. Not all demons hate the Black General.” 
 
    “As if.” 
 
    “It’s a pity.” The King sighed. “You know, I think Darnassus won’t really mind losing a province on the far west edge of its borders.” 
 
    Derek’s eyes flashed. He clearly wanted to say something, but couldn’t. 
 
    “Oh, the Lascanian didn’t know, did he?” The King’s smile widened. “I do wonder how mortal enemies managed to find common ground…” 
 
    Hadjar said nothing. 
 
    “Well, it’s a pity that your plan failed.” the King hugged Irma, who, still lovestruck, continued to cling to him. “I really-” 
 
    An explosion came from beneath the platform. It was another grenade, one that was sadly not as powerful as the one that had come before it. When the dust cleared, Irma, blinking rapidly, reached with trembling hands to cup the King’s face. 
 
    “My beloved,” she whispered, but could say no more as blood began to fill her throat. 
 
    “Everything is still going according to plan, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Then the Black Blade pierced the girl’s heart, instantly turning her into a dried out husk. 
 
    “NO!” A cry rang out. It was no longer human, and instead resembled the desperate howl of a wounded beast. 
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    The King transformed rapidly: the gorgeous young man any woman would’ve been captivated by disappeared, turning into a monster that mothers would scare their children with. His white hair curled into three horns — one jutting out from each of his temples, and one right in the middle of his forehead. They emitted steady pulses of light. His red and black cloak swung open and spread out, turning into four wings coming out of his back. The King had an almost eighteen-foot wingspan. Sharp, steel claws erupted from his previously delicate hands. His legs, cracking as they did so, transformed as well, lengthening and thickening, and his feet grew enormous, the toenails now frighteningly sharp. Almost as if he were mocking humanity itself, the demon kept his perfectly handsome face. It looked like a mask glued to his now elongated skull and had a grimace of extreme hatred etched into it. 
 
    “I WILL FEAST ON YOUR ENTRAILS!” The monster roared. 
 
    Hadjar was struck by such an enormous wave of power that he flew through the air like a crossbow bolt and slammed into a tower. So did Steppe Fang. The building shattered. Huge chunks of stone rained down on the roof. Derek flew off the roof entirely. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t have time to worry about the young man’s fate, but he hoped that he would survive. 
 
    After landing on the tiles, Hadjar jumped back up to his feet immediately. Putting a quarter of the energy inside his Core into the attack, he swung. A huge dragon fang made up of black, cutting energy rushed to meet another wave of the King’s energy. Thirty feet long and no thicker than a hand, it looked like a swath of darkness that had been torn from the sky and was now being wielded as a weapon. 
 
    A wave of wild, unbridled power, capable of shaking a mountain range, was split in half. One of them shot up into the sky and exploded in the clouds, dispersing them and revealing the huge, star-like eye of one giant winged serpent. 
 
    As the clouds moved back, the other half of the energy wave tore through the stone walls and hit the mountain behind them. It carved a huge hole in it, and slabs of stone rained down on the army of zombies. 
 
    “Stick to the plan!” Hadjar shouted. 
 
    Turning into a plume of black fog that had the outline of a dragon visible within it, Hadjar covered a distance of more than a hundred yards in just a few moments. Using the falling fragments of the tower as stepping stones to move through the air, he dodged a dozen of the King’s sonic bombs. He was a Nameless, but his attacks didn’t really differ from that of his guards. He only stood out in terms of the sheer amount of power he could put into them. 
 
    “Damn it!” Hadjar swore as he dodged yet another sonic blast. 
 
    The sound bomb, which was as wide around as a carriage wheel, smashed into the masonry around them. There was a deafening explosion, and then a miniature dot appeared in the air, which sucked in tons of rock. The dot disappeared, but there was now a spherical gap of incredible size in the masonry. An explosive wave struck Hadjar from the side. Cutting through it with his sword, Hadjar sent out a crescent of energy. It decapitated two Dah’Khasses that had been climbing up to the roof. Buffeted by the wind, Hadjar ducked between two fragments of the destroyed tower. Flipping over in the air, he ran across a huge falling stone, then pushed off it and swung his cloak with an effort of will. It stretched out into a wide ribbon of black fog, wrapped itself around the falling stone behind Hadjar, and sent it flying toward the King like a slingshot. In less than a heartbeat, Hadjar swung six times. Each of his swings made a thin, long incision that crushed the stones and cut them into sharp projectiles. With an effort of will, Hadjar sent them flying as well. He jumped on the longest and sturdiest one. Adjusting his trajectory with his will and the ‘Wind’ stance, he flew through the air toward the King. 
 
    “I’LL KILL YOU!” The demon roared. 
 
    His roar created a sound wave that shattered the stone projectiles shielding Hadjar and tore a hole in the platform upon which the King had recently been standing. Now he hovered in the air, flapping his huge wings above a deep, dark hole. 
 
    Hadjar sensed the danger, but couldn’t react in time. A huge maw that could’ve swallowed the entire bow of the ‘Drunken Goose’ appeared right in front of him. Fortunately, even if he was physically too slow, Hadjar managed to send a short pulse of power out in front of him thanks to his strengthened meridians. 
 
    The energy pushed him back and off the stone projectile he was riding. Hadjar landed on his back and watched the large stone disappearing into the fanged maw that was barely visible to the naked eye. 
 
    “How do you like that for a snack, you-” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t even get to finish his taunt before the King’s maw closed around the stone. It easily smashed it to pieces. 
 
    His Call’s black cloak swirled into a wide ribbon once again and, latching on to the edge of the hole, served as a kind of anchoring point. Hadjar rolled over on the tiles and dropped to one knee, holding his sword out in front of him. Holding it in his right hand, he pressed his left to the edge of the blade. The stance was a defensive one, devoid of any real weak points. 
 
    The King, an ocean of madness raging in his blue eyes, held out his arms. Bone spears erupted out of his wrists, cutting through his skin and spilling acidic, green blood that burned the stones of the roof. The demon roared, creating another sound wave. It spread out, destroying the weak Dah’Khasses and the zombies before finally colliding with a screaming Hadjar. He wasn’t shouting in pain, but trying to reproduce the old battle cry of the Moon army. A pillar of black energy surged up in front of Hadjar. It contained a good bit of his power and the deep mysteries of the Sword he’d mastered. If any swordsmen had been around to witness this fight, they would’ve said that this attack had surely come from an elite Spirit Knight at the advanced stage, born and raised in a clan of swordsmen. The sound wave split in half once more and brought down several towers behind Hadjar, but one of the bone spears, only slightly chipped, ripped through the pillar of black energy. It lost a bit of speed but still broke through his Call’s cloak. 
 
    Hadjar gritted his teeth. The spear that had pierced his previously injured left side shattered the masonry. Without stopping there, it tore through the entire castle, and then crashed into the gorge. The explosion created an enormous pit. Hundreds, even thousands, of the zombies standing nearby instantly turned to dust. There was nothing left of them and their artifact armor. 
 
    “By the High Heavens!” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    The spear, by some miracle, hadn’t touched his energy body, and the physical wound, thanks to the dragon’s blood coursing through his veins and the Wolf Broth, was already starting to heal. 
 
      
 
    [5 days, 14 hours, 16 minutes, and 20... 19... 18... seconds left until complete reconfiguration] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar swore mentally. Right now, he really needed the trick that the neural network had pulled off in his battle against the Patriarch of ‘The Black Gates’ sect. 
 
    “WRETCHED BAG OF FLESH!” The demon continued to roar. 
 
    Dozens of bone spears shot out of his arms. Hadjar, turning into a plume of black fog, began playing a game of tag with death.      
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    Hadjar dodged yet another spear and raced across the roof toward the towers. The spears, piercing through the roof and exploding in the distant gorge, followed him. They rained down all around Hadjar, trying to turn him into a handful of dust. 
 
    Hadjar ran across the roof with such immense speed that the tiles his feet touched soared into the sky in his wake. Like a young dragon facing a more powerful foe, he wound his way through the towers. Every single one of the King’s spears turned them into rubble as they missed their mark by mere inches. They mowed down the towers like scythes, bringing them down on the Palace and breaking its roof and walls. 
 
    Just as Hadjar had planned, the demon had suffered a serious soul wound. During his battle with Sunshine Sankesh, Hadjar had learned that even the most powerful cultivator could become greatly weakened because of them. Hadjar had had no idea if the same principle applied to demons, but had hoped that thwarting the ritual would lead to something similar. However, he hadn’t wanted to foil it in such a cruel way… 
 
    Hadjar’s thoughts were interrupted by the whistling of another spear. Huddled behind one of the towers, calming his breath, Hadjar watched the tower right next to his fall with a shudder. The huge stone structure, knocked down by the bone spear, disappeared into the hole it had created in the roof. 
 
    The spear, continuing on, exploded somewhere in the gorge, turning another thousand zombies into little more than dust. Had Hadjar been able to keep this up for a month, the King might’ve destroyed most of his army. 
 
    “Come on.” Hadjar, wrapped in the cloak of black fog, poked the tip of the Black Blade out from behind the wall. He watched the King, who was still hovering above the destroyed platform. “Keep looking for me.” 
 
    “WHERE ARE YOU, HUMAN?” The demon roared. 
 
    He was equal in power to a Nameless, but only in terms of the amount of energy he wielded, nothing more. Tracking wasn’t exactly the strong suit of the Dah’Khasses, so his Call was able to hide Hadjar from the monster. Steppe Fang, following their plan, was also hiding somewhere. 
 
    “Come on,” Hadjar whispered. “Come-” 
 
    But the King wasn’t planning to chase after him. Instead, he suddenly imitated Derek’s actions from before. He brought his hands together, then spread them outward. There was an arc of scarlet light flitting between them instead of daggers. 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “DIE!” 
 
    With another demonic roar, the scarlet light, painfully reminiscent of the Queen’s own ray of energy, exploded from his hands. Instantly lengthening, it raced toward the towers. Every obstacle it encountered was easily obliterated. Dozens of towers collapsed, landing on the roof, shattering it and sinking down into the castle’s passageways. 
 
    “Damn it all!” Hadjar swore. 
 
    Instantly turning into a plume of black fog once again, he ran forward a little, then showed himself to the enraged demon. The scarlet arc of destruction rushed toward him and a dozen bone spears followed behind it. Nothing could save him from such a monstrous attack. However, Hadjar wasn’t afraid. 
 
    “Hey, bat boy!” He shouted, “Your Princess’ blood is still-” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t get to finish this taunt either. The monster’s eyes were smoldering with fury, and the scarlet energy was so close that its heat burnt his body. 
 
    Hadjar used the ‘Falling Leaf’ stance, aiming not at the demon’s attack, but at his own feet. The shattered roof instantly engulfed Hadjar. It was just in time, too: a split second later, the scarlet energy and bone spears flew over Hadjar’s head. Then came the explosions and the hiss of lava running down the roof. 
 
    Hadjar, shaking off the stone fragments and dust, looked around. Although he didn’t have the perfect memory of a Spirit Knight, he still remembered part of the Palace’s layout. According to what he could recall, he was in the southern part of it. 
 
    “Hey, monst-” 
 
    Directly in front of him, the King landed on the floor, his wings smashing through the roof. Up close, he looked even larger than he had while hovering in the air. 
 
    “HUMAN!” 
 
    The King spread his wings, but they couldn’t even fully open in the tight confines. The maddened demon didn’t care. He simply broke through the walls and the Palace started shaking. He fired another bone spear. It came at Hadjar faster than a crossbow bolt, but just a few inches from his face, it suddenly ran into an obstacle. 
 
    “Fifth stance: ‘Rustle in the Treetops!’” 
 
    The dragon-sword that appeared in the air wasn’t able to stop or deflect the demon’s spear, only redirect it. As a result, the bone weapon brought down another section of the wall. Not wasting any time, Hadjar channeled energy from his Core and, turning into black fog once more, raced toward the exposed staircases. 
 
    “AHRRRR!” The King’s roar followed him. 
 
    As he ran, Hadjar turned and suddenly struck with lightning speed. His simple attack contained so much raw power, mysteries of the Sword, and rage that it would have killed a mortal if one had been nearby. A black cloud formed in front of Hadjar. 
 
    “Azure Cloud!” 
 
    Out of it, surging through the air with a deep roar, a dragon-sword appeared. Hadjar’s attack struck the King. It was so powerful that Hadjar could’ve probably hurt even Arkemeya with it. 
 
    “YOU MISERABLE WRETCH!” 
 
    The demon King held out an open hand. The attack sank into it, but couldn’t even scratch it. 
 
    The demon clenched his fist and the ‘Azure Cloud’ Technique shattered into fragments of broken obsidian. They slammed into the walls of the Palace, sometimes knocking out small chunks of them, but couldn’t actually collapse them. 
 
    “Damn it all!” Hadjar swore again and continued to run. 
 
    The King, launching several more bone spears that never found their mark, spread his wings out even further, smashing through more walls in the process. With another deep, guttural growl, he raced ahead of his own sound wave. While Hadjar hurtled down the spiral staircase, the King hovered along its central pillar. His wings cut down both the staircase’s support beams and the walls around it. The Palace trembled more violently with each ruined flight of stairs. Hadjar could practically feel Death happily sharpening its gray scythe with a whetstone. 
 
    Not today! Hadjar thought, and, after breaking through a stained-glass window with his shoulder, jumped down the staircase.   
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    Surrounded by glittering, multicolored shards of glass, Hadjar fell from a height of at least a thousand feet. Below him, the abyss opened its arms wide, shrouded in a predatory, living fog. Like a baby bird thrown out of the nest, Hadjar had to somehow avoid falling into it. At the last second, he managed to plunge the Black Blade into the castle wall. After a few feet, his fall slowed, then stopped. Hadjar hovered over the abyss — nothing more than a bug compared to the gigantic Palace and the gorge. 
 
    But he didn’t have time to admire the sights. The wall he was clinging to, gripping the hilt of his sword, began to shake, then, crumbling like a sand castle, shattered into a myriad of stone fragments. 
 
    The King, smashing through the wall with his own head, flew toward the gorge. He looked around, but couldn’t find Hadjar, who had anticipated his arrival. Hadjar released the Black Blade. The sword retained its corporeal form for a fraction of a second, then melted into smoke and returned to the depths of Hadjar’s soul. It was an incredibly short period of time, but Hadjar took advantage of it. He turned his Call’s cloak into a ribbon with an effort of will. It wrapped around the Black Blade’s hilt, then launched Hadjar toward the roof of the demon Palace. That way, when the King looked for him, he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Summoning the Black Blade back to the physical world from his soul, Hadjar collapsed onto the monster’s back. He was wrapped in the Call’s dark energy, channeling a third of his power reserve, and his sword was also being fueled by the mysteries of the Sword. Hadjar swung with all his might, aiming for the most vulnerable spot on any creature — the neck. 
 
    Hadjar’s attack created a crescent of energy that was fifteen feet long and a foot wide. Only Anise Dinos could’ve done the same. Her younger brother, Tom, couldn’t have managed such an incredible feat, despite his amazing childhood full of rare resources and ingredients. 
 
    And yet, such a powerful blow couldn’t even pierce the King’s neck, leaving behind only a small scratch no thicker than a hair. If Hadjar had been wielding an ordinary Imperial Sword, it would’ve had no effect at all. But he wielded the Black Blade. Even such a tiny wound was enough for a host of predatory wisps of dark fog to find their way into the monster’s energy body. Biting into the King’s meridians and nodes, they began to devour the demon’s Spirit. To the Black Blade’s delight, the King had a lot of it. 
 
    “HOW DARE YOU, YOU MISERABLE BASTARD!” 
 
    A wave of power pushed Hadjar and the Black Blade away, tearing its predatory wisps out of the King’s body. The sword had only been in the demon’s body for a second, but it had already absorbed more power than from all the five guards it had already slain combined. 
 
    Using his cloak, Hadjar caught the edges of the broken stained-glass window and flew back up the spiral staircase. Taking advantage of the few seconds he’d bought himself, he climbed up five flights of stairs and broke away from the King. 
 
    Then, moving back down to the first floor, Hadjar raced along a preplanned route. The castle shook violently. Huge chunks of stone broke off from the high ceiling and flew straight at the swordsman’s head. 
 
    Dodging around them, Hadjar strained to hear what was happening. A few seconds later, not even a yard behind him, the four-winged monster flew into the castle once again, smashing through the ceiling. He wasn’t bleeding. Instead of blood, a white substance that looked like energy was leaking all over the floor. The Black Blade had managed to damage one of his major meridians slightly. This was enough to cause the Nameless an injury incomparable to any damage he’d suffered to his physical body thus far. 
 
    Instinctively pressing his hand against the cut on his neck, the monster opened its mouth. Hadjar sensed the danger but couldn’t find any way to escape his foe’s attack. If not for the wound on the King’s energy body, the huge, ghostly maw would’ve swallowed Hadjar whole. However, its fangs still tore through his Call’s cloak and cut several deep furrows into Hadjar’s back, exposing the bones beneath, then slammed him into the wall. Hadjar’s red blood flowed from the demon King’s mouth. It mingled with small chunks of stone and flowed out onto the destroyed carpet like a brown stream. 
 
    With a cry of pain, almost fainting from the effort, Hadjar rushed toward a wide tapestry. As he ran, he cut through it, then slipped behind it and hid in a wide gutter. It was wide for a human, but narrow for a Dah’Khass or an orc. 
 
    Spreading his arms and legs, Hadjar jumped into its dark depths. Even with the help of the dragon’s blood and Wolf Broth, the speed of his descent and the roughness of the gutter’s surface tore into the skin on Hadjar’s palms. His legs, unprotected by his Call, suffered an even worse fate: the skin peeled away completely, the muscles tore, the cartilage broke, and the bones cracked. 
 
    Hadjar raced down the gutter and landed on the cold stone floor like a sack of potatoes. His eyes adjusted to the gloom. He had no power left to support his Call. The Black Blade and the black fog faded. Bloodied, bruised, and exhausted, Hadjar crawled away from the gutter. 
 
    The Palace standing above him shook so violently that it almost buzzed like a disturbed swarm of bees. The eerie sound was drowned out by the King’s roar as he pushed his way through the gutter. 
 
    By the time Hadjar, leaving a wide trail of blood behind him, had managed to crawl a few yards away, the monster showed himself. Breaking through the stone walls, spreading his wings out, and digging his claws into the ground, he landed on the floor. He straightened to his full height in the cramped and narrow corridor. With a single bound, he reached Hadjar, grabbed him by the throat, and turned him over so Hadjar could face him, hauling him up. 
 
    “IT’S TIME TO DIE, HUMAN!” 
 
    His handsome young man mask cracked, until the mouth, exposing rows of sharp fangs, stretched all the way to its ears. 
 
    His forehead and chin turned into the lips of a huge mouth. 
 
    “What… a freak… you... are...” Hadjar gasped. “But... you’re… right... it is time... to die…” 
 
    Steppe Fang appeared from a dark niche. He jumped on the demon’s back and plunged the bone dagger right between the monster’s shoulder blades. It went in right up to the hilt. Green blood splattered across the walls. Melting them, it flowed to the floor. Releasing Hadjar, the monster slammed against the walls. He tried to reach for the dagger, but couldn’t grab it. 
 
    “This won’t stop me, you-” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish his threat. Rising to his feet, Steppe Fang rammed into the demon with his shoulder, sending him into a cell, then slammed the door shut. The King struggled against the bars. They creaked and bent a little, but didn’t break. With each passing second, the Nameless weakened rapidly, thanks to the huge amount of Revelation Ore nearby. 
 
    Hadjar crawled over to the far wall and pressed his wounded back against the cold stones. The exhausted Steppe Fang sank down beside him. Since he also couldn’t maintain his Call any longer, he found something hot and cauterized the stump of his left arm. 
 
    “What do you think, giant?” Hadjar grinned. “How long will he take to die?” 
 
    Steppe Fang watched the completely beaten King try to escape. It was a pathetic sight. 
 
    “About a quarter of an hour,” he answered. “Your plan succeeded, North Wind.” 
 
    “Is that surprise I detect in your tone?” Hadjar smiled. 
 
    He was about to add something else, when something thundered above them. 
 
    “An explosion?” He asked, surprised. 
 
    Steppe Fang shook his head. 
 
    “What could be causing-” 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    “Arkemeya and the Queen!” They exclaimed in unison. 
 
    The huge Palace shattered into a million pieces like a glass vase.        
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    Hadjar opened his eyes. He was stunned to find he could do so. At the time of the explosion at the castle, he had thought that he would never be able to open his eyes again. And now, as he lay on a very comfortable mat beneath the light of the nighttime stars, Hadjar recognized the place — it was the same spot where their squad had camped out after the shipwreck two days ago. Even now, the wreckage was still there. Because of the rain, the wood had swollen and begun to grind down the rocks it was lodged in. This made Hadjar feel like he was lying on quicksand. 
 
    Composing himself, Hadjar turned toward the castle. He shouldn’t have done that. For the first time in a long time, he felt true fear. The entire gorge, along with the thousands of Dah’Khasses, their castle, and the fields filled with zombies, was no longer there. Hadjar saw a huge flock, or maybe flying nest was the proper term, of the winged serpents constantly swarming the wreckage, hissing and biting each other. Hadjar looked up at the sky. The veil was gone. The celebration of the eve of the Black Star was coming to an end accompanied by a clear night sky full of bright stars, not to mention the beautiful moon right in the center of all of them. 
 
    “I love the stars.” 
 
    Hadjar instinctively tried to draw the Black Blade, but flinched in pain. He examined himself. His body, covered in bandages and smeared with colorful ointments as it was, looked like he’d been mummified. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares, was sitting by a small fire, wearing the same sentient, predatory cloak he always did, the one that had fanged maws all across its surface, and a wide-brimmed hat, holding a crimson sphere in his hands. 
 
    He was sitting on a high, battered chair. And all around him, the horde of his minions — the black, shapeless monsters, each of which had once been someone’s nightmare — cavorted. 
 
    “Is that how you thank me for saving you?” 
 
    The demon’s smile looked like the snarl of a wild beast. Then he turned his gray face toward the night sky. With his free hand, he held a bottle in which something thick could be seen sloshing around. Hadjar hoped it contained alcohol, and not someone’s blood… 
 
    “Saving me?” 
 
    Hadjar heard a slight groan come from behind him. He turned around. Steppe Fang, looking like he was in much worse shape than Hadjar, lay wrapped in bandages. In addition to the stub where his left arm had once been, he’d also lost his left eye and his right leg up to the knee. Compared to the orc, Hadjar had nothing to complain about. The wounds he’d received didn’t hurt and his energy body shone with the same power as before. It was a miracle. 
 
    “Who do you think saved you from becoming monster food by pulling you out from under all that rubble?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the gorge again. He could see that the winged serpents were currently devouring the remaining Dah’Khasses and their zombies. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them.” Helmer got up and dusted off his cloak. He walked over to the edge of the cliff, turned his bottle over, and let the contents pour out. He did this in a manner that suggested he was saying goodbye to an old friend. “They have enough volcano ash to last them a long time, and the Revelation Ore will keep them from spreading out.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    Helmer smiled broadly. 
 
    “Five, maybe six thousand years. Then they’ll become so strong that one of the Empires will have a hard time dealing with them.” The demon’s smile suddenly faded and he turned back to the stars. “You little fool,” the demon whispered, “None of us can escape the laws.” 
 
    “You knew him,” Hadjar said. “And you know Freya as well.” 
 
    Helmer turned to him. His face was expressionless and completely gray. He looked like a stone statue. 
 
    “How long did it take you to piece things together?” 
 
    “That everything that happened in the past few weeks is your doing? I only realized it a second before the explosion.” 
 
    Helmer chuckled and turned away. He corked the bottle and threw it into the swarm of nightmares. They instantly enveloped it in a black, shifting veil. When they parted, the bottle was no longer there. 
 
    “Well, the pirates were a coincidence,” Helmer said, with a hint of mockery in his voice. “I tried to figure out how to get you here. It really was lucky they attacked you when they did. I even thought about praying to someone before the attack, but, alas, I mustn’t.” 
 
    The truth was simple: there hadn’t been any visions. The orc shaman’s dream had been nothing more than a nightmare conjured up by Helmer. Thanks to this nightmare, the orcs, after withdrawing from their lands, had gone deeper into the Empire. That’s how Helmer had arranged everything to ensure that Hadjar and Steppe Fang would go to the lands of the Dah’Khasses. That was it. 
 
    Hadjar wanted to sort everything out, make sense of things… 
 
    “What gave me away?” Helmer sat down and held out his hands toward the fire, like he was cold. 
 
    “The battle on the roof.” Hadjar explained. He moved up into a half-reclining position. Without any fear, he picked up a bowl that lay next to him and drank the contents. It was alcohol that the demon had drunk. Nasty alcohol, at that. “Or rather, how one Lascanian boy, with just the orc’s potion to help him, managed to deal with a Dah’Khass. Several of them, even. Where is he, by the way?” 
 
    Helmer pointed behind him. There, leaning against a rock, lay Derek. His face now had three huge scars that stretched from his right temple to his left cheekbone and he had lost his right eye. However, he looked rather good overall. 
 
    “Weaklings!” Helmer sighed with mock sadness. 
 
    “That’s what gave you away. If just one cultivator who is at the Spirit Knight level thanks to a temporary potion can scatter these bloodsuckers, what threat could they pose to Lascan or Darnassus? None whatsoever.” 
 
    His first encounter with a demoness had been difficult for Hadjar only because he’d never fought such an opponent before: the effect of surprise and going up against unfamiliar Techniques. But the second battle had showed him that the Dah’Khasses weren’t as terrifying as the orcs had described. 
 
    “The orcs trusted the shaman only because they themselves were not that far from the Dah’Khasses’ level. Their ancestral path is strong, insanely so. However, after seeing Steppe Fang battle the demon guards, I understood why humans have forsaken it. Without Techniques and artifacts, their path is nothing more than imitating animals.” 
 
    Helmer smiled vaguely at this, but said nothing. 
 
    “The orc scouts have never seen the demon lands with their own eyes,” Hadjar continued, “otherwise, Steppe Fang would’ve known the lay of the land.” 
 
    Hadjar took another sip from the bowl. 
 
    “And given the number of ships that have crashed on these rocks, the Lascanian Emperor must be aware of the situation.” 
 
    Helmer’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he remained silent. 
 
    “I figured out your motive.” Hadjar crossed his arms over his chest. “As well as the Emperor’s. The ships didn’t fly here for the demons, but for the winged serpents. It wasn’t winds that broke them, but the beasts.” 
 
    “Go on, please.” Helmer waved his hand. “You haven’t told me about my motive yet.” 
 
    “I hadn’t guessed it for a long time, either,” Hadjar said. “But then I looked at the situation from a different perspective.”               
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    [image: ] “I asked myself: why would the Emperor allow the continued existence of a tumor that could infect the entire body of his country?” With difficulty, Hadjar got to his feet and hobbled over to the cliff. Picking up a fragment of the ship along the way, he leaned on it like a crutch. “I realized that it holds back another disease — the orcs. While they fight the demons, who are stuck in the gorge, there is a certain balance of forces on the border. The balance that you broke using my hands.” 
 
    “I still don’t see what I get out of this,” Helmer shook his head. 
 
    The demon played with one of his black lumps: he moved it between his fingers, rolling it around like an experienced con artist would a coin. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not completely sure about your motive, demon. Hastening the war between Darnassus and Lascan… I suppose that the orcs, who now don’t have to fight against the Dah’Khasses, will go on to conquer more than just Lascan.” 
 
    “Alright, and how will their raids on the borders of Darnassus hasten the start of the war?” 
 
    “As far as the Emperor of Darnassus is concerned, they are subjects of Lascan. Their large-scale attack on the border forts will be the very excuse that the Darnassian military leadership is looking for.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me why you’re blaming me for what happened?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the calm Helmer and the black shapes running around him. 
 
    “I don’t think a war between Empires is a common occurrence,” Hadjar kicked one of the creatures away from him. The critter, its beady eyes flashing menacingly, ran back to its companions. “And I’m sure it’s a horrific experience. Millions of beings will be plunged into a living nightmare. I have no idea how creatures like you get stronger, but something tells me that a huge helping of fresh nightmares will be extremely useful to you.” 
 
    The demon smiled again. 
 
    “That’s only a theory, my young friend,” Helmer lowered his hand and the lump of fear which he’d been playing with rushed back over to the swarm. “Maybe you’re even right. But the war would’ve started sooner or later anyway. Why would I bother playing games with you and the laws of the Heavens and the Earth?” 
 
    “Arkemeya.” Hadjar replied. “I don’t know why you need her, but she’s the reason you did all of this.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Helmer leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “You sent a nightmare to the orc shaman. He thought he saw a prophecy. You also whispered something to Bear’s Rage, who’d already lost one son in the battle against the Dah’Khasses and wasn’t thinking rationally.” 
 
    Helmer nodded. 
 
    “Parenthood,” the demon snorted, “it makes warriors weaker and their enemies stronger.” 
 
    “I don’t agree, but that’s not the point. That’s when you brought me into this story. I don’t understand why. You sent us to the lands of the Dah’Khasses. No one, especially the gods, ever cared about them. Although, I will admit that you almost tricked me by mentioning them.” 
 
    “By mentioning the gods? I’m a demon, remember? We don’t like each other… very much.” 
 
    Hadjar rolled his eyes. He was growing weary of this charade. 
 
    “Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares. They say a person should never make deals with you because a bargain with you will saddle them with a debt that they won’t ever be able to pay back.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” The demon tipped his hat slightly. “And what of it?” 
 
    “Freya,” Hadjar explained. “She’s the only fairy who ever mentioned you. The others, when you killed them, looked shocked by your presence. Besides, the gods surely don’t care about a pack of weak demons that even the human Emperor, whose territory they occupied until recently, didn’t pay attention to. They were a bit of dust in his eye, nothing more.” 
 
    “Have you ever had a speck of dust in your eye, Darkhan? It causes a lot of inconvenience. Especially when this speck somehow finds a way to bypass the laws of the Heavens and the Earth.” 
 
    “The laws of the Heavens and the Earth.” Hadjar repeated. “I’ve heard so much about them lately that I’ve grown tired of them. I’m ready to bet my life that the King of the Dah’Khasses learned of a way to circumvent these laws from the great and terrible Helmer.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me why I did all of this…” 
 
    “To create a half-breed,” Hadjar said firmly. “I don’t know a lot about these laws, but if they were so easy to circumvent, our world would’ve been inhabited by demons and gods long ago, who would’ve done whatever they wanted, instead of plotting and using others as they do now.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a while. Then came the applause. Helmer, getting to his feet so suddenly he startled his swarm of nightmares, was clapping and smiling broadly. 
 
    “If you hadn’t figured it out, Darkhan, I would’ve been very disappointed in you.” 
 
    “I still can’t understand why you need Arkemeya. Why is she so valuable that you used so many connections and forces to destroy the Dah’Khasses and pull her out into the world?” 
 
    Helmer shrugged. Behind him, the horde of nightmares formed a kind of door. 
 
    “Let me keep at least one little secret.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Hadjar shrugged. “You didn’t succeeded anyway. She was killed in the explosion.” 
 
    Helmer’s smile widened. 
 
    “Did you see her body?” The demon was about to disappear into the swarm of nightmares when he remembered something and stopped. He reached into his cloak and pulled out a small bundle, tossing it at Hadjar’s feet. “This is my payment for our deal.” 
 
    The demon took a step back and disappeared among the nightmares. Those nightmares then faded into a light haze, and when everything disappeared, Hadjar heard a distant voice: 
 
    “Don’t forget about House Tarez.” 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. Only now did he remember that he and Helmer had another deal — something about the merchant clan and the upcoming Tournament of the Twelve. Damn it all to hell and back... He hated intrigue! 
 
    When Hadjar reached the bundle, he first looked at it through the World River. Who knew what the insidious demon might’ve thrown at him. Although, if he’d wanted to kill Hadjar, he would’ve done it long ago. 
 
    The bundle was nothing more than simple parchment. 
 
    After reading its contents, Hadjar laughed at himself and his naivety. By the High Heavens! He really hated intrigue! 
 
    Standing in the rain, he looked up at the huge swarm of giant serpents and smiled. The parchment had said: 
 
      
 
    Hello, North Wind. I hope that my healing skills were good enough and you haven’t succumbed to your wounds. I’m sorry that I don’t have enough knowledge to do more. 
 
    May the Evening Stars light your way, North Wind. 
 
    P.S. Don’t forget that I pulled you out of the rubble and carried you to the cliff, so you owe me your life. We’ll meet again, stupid human. 
 
      
 
    Raindrops fell on the parchment, washing away the ink. Hadjar peered into the gorge, wishing the half-breed good luck. He knew exactly where Arkemeya had gone. He hoped she would manage to find the way to Kurkhadan and… 
 
    The flash of danger made Hadjar stagger to the side.    
 
          
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 623 
 
                                                                                                                                                               
 
    [image: ]Hadjar dodged just in time to avoid the curved blade of the dagger. Derek almost fell into the gorge full of huge serpents. At the last second, Hadjar managed to catch the Lascanian by his bandages. He hung over the abyss. His feet dragged along the cliff, Hadjar’s grip the only thing saving him from certain death. 
 
    “Put me down, you stinking Darnassian!” 
 
    Hadjar almost did, not because he was offended by Derek’s words, but because they’d contained so much hatred that it shocked him. 
 
    “If I let you go, you’ll die.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Derek didn’t freeze up, but kept trying to pull away from the hands that were saving his life. Hadjar noted that if the boy could move, at least one day had passed since the explosion. 
 
    “It’s better to die than be rescued by you! Fuck! Go to hell! I hate Darnassus!” 
 
    Hadjar was hurt. Their adventures had brought them closer together, surely. They’d risked their lives and relied on each other. Had it really not meant anything? 
 
    “Derek, I-” 
 
    “Shut up!” The boy shouted. Even while hovering over the gorge full of the swarming serpents, he didn’t radiate fear, but rather, hatred. “Shut up! It was you! It’s all your doing, you damned spy! I wish I’d killed you when I’d had the chance!” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “It’s your fault! Alea and Irma are dead because of you!” The rain was drenching them. Derek was crying like a child. “Gods! You even killed her with your own two hands! You killed Irma!” 
 
    When the bonds that had once connected people broke, the absence of them hurt everyone. 
 
    Hadjar yanked Derek up onto the plateau and threw him on the rocks. He leaned over and looked at the boy. He was so young… 
 
    “Admit it, that was your plan all along!” The Lascanian’s eyes radiated hatred because he understood that he couldn’t beat Hadjar. “You planned to sacrifice Alea!” 
 
    Hadjar would never sacrifice anyone, especially someone to whom he owed his life, someone who’d treated him with warmth and kindness. 
 
    “Yes,” Hadjar nodded. “That was my plan all along.” 
 
    Derek’s eyes flashed even more fiercely. A flame of true hatred now burned in the depths of his soul. 
 
    “And Irma… You traded her life away like she was a pawn on a board.” 
 
    Irma... Little Irma… Hadjar had had no idea that she would lose her humanity as a result of the ritual. As soon as the wings of the cocoon had opened back up, he’d looked at the girl through the World River. What had been forming in her womb had changed the structure of Irma’s energy body. Irma had ceased to exist. She’d turned into some kind of monster that hadn’t even been a half-breed. She had become a dreadful thing that would soon give birth to another, even more dreadful thing. He didn’t understand how Arkemeya’s mother had avoided that same fate. 
 
    By the Evening Stars and the High Heavens, Hadjar could feel the scar left by his own sword on his soul. The scar caused by the realization that he hadn’t been able to save the girl who’d become Azrea’s friend. The girl who had saved his life. She had saved his life and he had taken hers. 
 
    “Stupid boy,” Hadjar snorted. “Did you really think I cared about you? You’re only breathing now because I have no reason to take the life of a Baron’s son. And as for those two filthy commoners, there are many more just like them in Lascan. Enough for my Darnassian army to have a lot of fun after we conquer you.” 
 
    Derek grabbed his dagger. 
 
    Please, don’t! Hadjar mentally begged, but it was already too late. The boy slashed his palm. 
 
    “I swear that I’ll take your life one day, Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind!” 
 
    His blood flared with a golden flame and the cut instantly healed up, leaving a wide scar behind. The boy spat at Hadjar’s feet, got up, and hobbled off somewhere toward the west. Hadjar watched him go until Derek disappeared behind a tall rock. 
 
    “Fuck!” Hadjar swore, lamenting what had come to pass. 
 
    He looked up. How he wished that the cold rain could wash away not just their dirt and sweat, but everything else that clung to any cultivator as well. Alas, it was an impossible dream. 
 
    Nevertheless, Hadjar still loved the rain… He tried to forget about what had just happened. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him the truth?” 
 
    Steppe Fang was propped up on his right elbow, looking in the direction Derek had gone. 
 
    “How long have you been awake?” Hadjar asked warily. 
 
    “Since he attacked you.” 
 
    Hadjar let out a sigh of relief. He didn’t want to explain to the orc what Helmer had done here. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hadjar shrugged. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “He blames you for everything.” 
 
    Hadjar remained silent for a while, then tilted his head back toward the rain. 
 
    “He does,” Hadjar agreed. “But as long as he has that scar on his hand, he’ll live. And he’ll grow stronger. It’s better than dying from soul wounds.” 
 
    “No. It’s not. You only delayed his death. You’ll be his end instead.” 
 
    Hadjar ran a hand over his face and brushed water out of his hair. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “But let’s discuss that later. Right now, I wonder how we’ll even get out of here.” 
 
    Steppe Fang looked at Hadjar, then at his feet. 
 
    “I would rather die by your sword than-” 
 
    “Shut up!” Hadjar took some rope out of his spatial ring and began to weave it into a sort of shoulder harness. “You told me that I’d get to try your wife’s rabbit stew, didn’t you? Keep your word. Or are you no longer a free hunter? 
 
         The orc bared his lower fangs at him. 
 
    A quarter of an hour later, Hadjar, gritting his teeth in pain, hoisted the orc… No, his friend, onto his back. Together, they set off in the same direction Derek had gone in.    
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 624 
 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
    [image: ]Holding his red-skinned friend by the shoulder, Hadjar gazed out at the vast steppes of the borderlands. Wherever he looked, the ground was covered in golden waves of grass swaying in time to the gusts of wind. Their crests glistened in the bright, midday sun. 
 
    Atop the hill, among the flowing golden waves, stood a short, green-skinned female orc. Her thick, black hair was pulled back in a tight braid, showing her long ears. They were even longer and more pointed than an elf’s. She had a slim waist, an ample bosom and hips, a small nose, and high, delicate cheekbones. If not for her green skin and fangs, she would’ve been considered beautiful even amongst humans. A tall, red-eyed wolf stood beside her. Hadjar immediately recognized the animal —Steppe Fang’s loyal friend. The female orc held a kind of glaive, except this one had a very short shaft and an incredibly huge, monstrous blade. 
 
    “How do I look, North Wind?” 
 
    Hadjar examined the orc. His left arm had become a stump, his right leg had been severed at the knee, and he had a patch of gray skin where his left eye had once been. It was difficult to find a spot on the orc’s body that wasn’t marked by fresh, terrible scars. Hadjar suspected that Steppe Fang had shielded him with his body when the Dah’Khasses’ Palace had blown up. It was the only explanation for how Hadjar had come away from the explosion with only a few scars on his back. 
 
    “Like a hero,” Hadjar smiled. 
 
    The orc bared his lower fangs. 
 
    “I’ll go to them by myself.” 
 
    The orc took a hastily carved wooden crutch out of his bag. Strapping it to his stump, he straightened up and took a deep breath. Closing his eyes and savoring the moment, he put his hand to his mouth and let out a high, drawn-out cry. Purling Song let out the same cry in response. 
 
    “Thank you, North Wind,” the orc whispered softly, and hobbled forward, “for bringing me home.” 
 
    Steppe Fang walked toward his wife like a broken puppet, but his eyes were steady and clear. Purling Song stood still. She waited. She waited for her husband to return from the hunt. And he did. They hugged each other as tightly as only lovers who hadn’t seen each other for a long time could. He buried his face in her hair, then pulled back and looked into her eyes. Gently, as if afraid that the huge, powerful, scarred warrior might crumble at her touch, she pressed the tip of her nose to his. They stood there with their eyes closed, smiling stupidly, and hugged each other in silence. 
 
    “Good luck, Steppe Fang.” 
 
    Hadjar turned away. He didn’t like goodbyes. In the life of a traveler, such things were often inevitable. And the more often they occurred, the less he wanted to leave a place where he was welcome to stay. 
 
    However, Hadjar failed to leave quietly and unnoticed. As soon as he turned around, he faced a huge orc. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you again, little hunter.” 
 
    “Bear’s Rage.” Hadjar touched his heart with two fingers, then his forehead, and then he made a gesture as if he were sending something skyward. 
 
    The orc chief looked surprised. 
 
    “I see Steppe Fang has taught you well.” 
 
    “He did.” Hadjar agreed. 
 
    Like any traveler, he knew that when a person left, they should never look back. Not because it would be a bad omen, but because leaving became much more difficult and painful that way. However, by the High Heavens, at that moment, he wanted to admire Steppe Fang’s happiness once again more than anything else in the world. 
 
    “Are you leaving?” The chief asked. 
 
    “Yep.” Hadjar said. “They’ve been waiting for me for a long time now. I must deliver a letter that I don’t even have yet.” 
 
    “Will a few extra days make this letter disappear?” 
 
    Hadjar looked at Bear’s Rage, who towered over him. His warm, brown eyes radiated kindness and cordiality. He bared his fangs. Hadjar now knew what that gesture meant. 
 
    “They won’t,” Hadjar answered hesitantly. “I hope.” 
 
    “Then stay for our festival,” Bear’s Rage went to slap him on the back, but, after looking at his paw, changed his mind. “Besides, I’m sure you have a few questions for the shaman.” 
 
    Hadjar did want to question the orc shaman. Steppe Fang had taught him well, but he was a talented warrior, and not exactly a capable teacher. For all his other virtues, that was one that Steppe Fang didn’t possess. If he were completely honest with himself, Hadjar also expected to get the root of a thousand-year-old fern. 
 
    “Or have you already forgotten about that rabbit stew I promised you?” 
 
    Hadjar turned around. Steppe Fang stood behind him. He was smiling. 
 
    “We’ll start with the rabbit stew, then enjoy the festival, and you can talk to the shaman after that.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” the shaman, sitting inside the simple tent built from several wide beams and a wide blanket that acted as its walls, urged him. All orcs lived in these kinds of ‘buildings’. A fire burned in the center of it. The smoke was vented out through a circular hole in the roof, which could be covered with a mat when it rained. 
 
    Hadjar hesitated in the doorway for a moment. The celebration was booming behind him. The orcs danced around a huge fire, the heat of which was so intense that it was impossible to get close to it. Drums thundered. The orcs were having fun, celebrating their victory over an enemy they’d fought for millennia. The result of thousands of years of deception and clever manipulation from the Emperor of Lascan. Hadjar hated intrigue! 
 
    Hadjar was about to enter, but then paused and shuddered. The memories of his recent ordeal in the illusory, alternate world were still vivid. Waving them away, Hadjar went inside. 
 
    An old orc sat cross-legged by the fire, wrapped in a blanket. Time had faded his skin to a gray mesh pattern. He had white hair, which was in a ponytail, and half-glassy eyes that stared at both the flames and the void. 
 
    “Sit down.” The orc pointed with the pipe he was smoking at a mat on the other side of the fire. 
 
    Hadjar sat down and held out his hands toward the flame. It moved toward him like it was alive, twining around his palms and licking them with tongues of orange fire, then resumed its endless dance. 
 
    “It likes you. Fire and wind are eternal allies and enemies alike. One can make the other stronger, but it can also destroy it.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at his palms. He couldn’t feel any changes in the energy flows. So, whatever it was the shaman had done, it hadn’t been a Technique. 
 
    “Isn’t that the case with all the primordial elements?” 
 
    The shaman, who was still staring into eternity, bared his lower fangs. One of them was broken, and the other had been almost completely filed down. 
 
    Hadjar shuddered. Steppe Fang had already told him which orcs got their fangs cut off. 
 
    “It’s a good night for two former slaves to talk,” the old orc took a drag on his pipe and exhaled a ring of smoke. “Ask your questions, little hunter.”    
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    [image: ] “The Sword Spirit’s seal-” 
 
    “It’s the mark of a Weapon’s essence,” the shaman interrupted him. “Don’t call this entity a Spirit. You insult your ancestors.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded. He realized he’d known that much, but habit had made him call it a Spirit anyway. 
 
    “Steppe Fang tried to explain it to me, but-” 
 
    “He doesn’t know much.” The shaman shook the ash out of his pipe into the palm of his hand and then threw it into the fire. “I once served an alchemist who taught me a lot.” 
 
    Hadjar realized that the shaman held no grudge against his former master. 
 
    “He wasn’t my only master,” the old orc predicted his question. “But he was the one who freed me, or rather, gave me a chance to regain my freedom.” 
 
    “Got it.” Hadjar felt a little strange in the presence of the orc. “How can I remove the mark of the Weapon’s essence?” 
 
    The shaman said nothing. He took out a leather bag from under the rags of his blanket. It contained ground tobacco mixed with roots and mushrooms. The old orc filled his pipe with the mixture. A spark flew out of the fire with a loud crackle. It floated through the air and fell straight into the pipe. The old orc slowly inhaled. He exhaled a column of smoke. It swirled like a ribbon and wrapped itself around Hadjar. It got under his clothes, touched his skin and hair, caressed his face, and then returned to the pipe. 
 
    “Haven’t you already begun your journey to freedom?” The old orc continued to smoke. “You’ve already broken three lines of the mark. A little of your freedom has returned to you.” 
 
    “Three lines,” Hadjar said with a slightly weary sigh. “And there are still 996 to go.” 
 
    “The journey to freedom is never quick.” 
 
    “I thought you could give me some remedy, potion, or knowledge that would help me-” 
 
    The old orc laughed. He looked into the fire. The smoke that came from it formed into shackles and a slave collar. 
 
    “When we are enslaved by others, it’s easy enough to get free.” A smoky axe broke the shackles and they disappeared. “But when we deprive ourselves of our own freedom,” the smoke assumed the form of a gold bar, then a female and male silhouette, the pair entwined together, then a crown, a scale, and finally, it took the form of a hieroglyph that looked like a beetle and was made up of 999 sword slashes. “We must win our freedom back ourselves.” 
 
    Hadjar shifted slightly. During the show put on by the smoke, he’d felt neither the slightest shift nor any anomalies in the energy flows. Even the subtlest Technique would’ve caused some fluctuation. Like how even the smallest drop of water caused a web to vibrate, which would immediately alert a spider. 
 
    “So there’s no way around it?” 
 
    There was still hope in Hadjar’s voice. He sensed that he needed to get rid of the mark as quickly as possible. He still considered himself a swordsman and respected the Sword. It was the path he’d chosen. It had saved his life more than once. 
 
    The further he traveled along it, however, the more clearly he realized that this path wasn’t for him. It was missing something important. The Sword was too straightforward and strict. Hadjar wasn’t. The path that Hadjar was following became thinner and more fragile with each step he took. After coming this far, the path of the Sword had become alien to him. The way to his true path, which he could follow to the very end, was being blocked by the mark. The Weapon didn’t want to let its follower go so easily, even if it led to his death. 
 
    “No.” The shaman shook his head. “Everyone should fix their mistakes with their own two hands. No one can take back what someone else gave away.” 
 
    Hadjar touched his heart, his forehead, and then sent something to the sky. 
 
    “Thank you, wise shaman,” he said. “I’ll continue to fight. May the new life of your tribe be better than the old one.” 
 
    Hadjar got to his feet and headed for the exit. At the very threshold, he caught a leather pouch that had been thrown at his back. It was the size of a fist and didn’t weigh much. It also felt pliable and slightly rough, as if it were stuffed with rice. He opened it and peered inside. He was pleasantly surprised to see it contained crushed fern roots. These didn’t seem as rare as the fern Steppe Fang had used to send Hadjar to the Spirit World, but they were still good. Judging by the echoes of energy being emitted by the powder, these roots had been at least three thousand years old. 
 
    “Thirty-three centuries.” The shaman cleared his throat. “It’s a mixture of a fern and a wormwood flower, crushed beneath the light of five stars in a mortar that had been washed in a spring that wasn’t even a day old at the time. This is much better than any potion a human could ever make for you.” 
 
    “Thanks-” 
 
    He turned back to the shaman. He was still sitting in front of the fire, staring into the flames. During their conversation, the shaman hadn’t looked at Hadjar even once. Of course, the old orc was a profound existence. He knew and could do things that most humans and orcs couldn’t even fathom. His powers were mysterious and incomprehensible. But even so, he couldn’t have known what Hadjar wanted from the orc tribe. In addition, the powder he had prepared could hardly have been created in a week, or even a month. He’d most likely needed at least a year to make it. The best alchemists of the Empire needed that long to create their strongest potions. 
 
    Where had Hadjar been a year ago? In the Kurkhadan oasis. The one where the half-breed Dah’Khass had gone to, the only survivor of her people. And for some reason, one strange demon needed her badly. 
 
    “Tell me something, shaman,” Hadjar put the bag in his spatial ring, “When exactly did you have that dream, the one where you saw me and Steppe Fang?” 
 
    Hadjar was ready to summon his inner dragon and draw the Black Blade. 
 
    “Our tribes have been sitting in one place for too long, North Wind,” the orc was still looking at the fire. “We’re free hunters who have walked this land for centuries. Fighting the Dah’Khasses almost took away the most important part of us — our freedom. Besides me, there are few in the tribes who know its true value.” 
 
    Hadjar could name at least one other orc who did. Her name was Purling Song. By the High Heavens, she really did make the best rabbit stew Hadjar had ever eaten. By some strange coincidence... or maybe not a coincidence, she was also the wife of one of the two warriors the orc’s prophetic dream had chosen. 
 
    According to the fairy tales, Helmer always kept his word, if he wanted to… 
 
    Hadjar looked at his ring. 
 
    “The Lord of Nightmares doesn’t always give people nightmares, does he? Sometimes, he sends them dreams... or prophecies.” 
 
    The old orc looked up from the flames and turned to Hadjar. His eyes lit up with something that Hadjar, even after he became a Lord, would not want to encounter. 
 
    “One day, little hunter, you’ll learn that a mind without wisdom is like a blade without a scabbard — it cuts not only its target, but also its master.” 
 
    The old orc turned back to the fire. Hadjar suddenly realized that he was standing outside the shaman’s tent. He had no idea how he’d gotten there. 
 
    “Damn it all to infinite hells,” Hadjar swore. 
 
    He felt like he’d already heard the phrase the shaman had used somewhere else, but he couldn’t remember where. 
 
    By the High Heavens, he hated intrigue! 
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    Hadjar, deciding not to delve any deeper into the motives of the demon and the mad shaman, looked around. The orcs were still celebrating. Moreover, given that nothing seemed to have changed, it was like Hadjar hadn’t even entered the tent at all. Only the little bag of powder in his hand hinted that it hadn’t all been a dream. 
 
    Steppe Fang and Purling Song sat to the right of Bear’s Rage, his father and chief of the alliance of orc tribes. Even though it was a festival, the chief was talking to some orcs, still dealing with important matters. 
 
    The orcs’ hierarchy was easy to determine by the number of feathers in their hair. After defeating the Dah’Khasses, Steppe Fang now had a long headdress with ten feathers. Hadjar had only two, both of them woven symmetrically into the Bedouin ornaments in his hair. They were also brightly colored: one was scarlet like blood, but more vibrant somehow, and the other whiter than the first snows that fell on the mountain peaks in the winter season. 
 
    Hadjar decided not to bother his friend. Instead, trying to be stealthy, he moved away from the festival. Here, within the endless maze of tents, he often encountered young orc couples seeking solitude. The orcs were generally tolerant when it came to sex. As long as the orcs weren’t bound by family ties, they could switch partners several times a night. Nero would’ve liked it. Einen would’ve found it all distasteful. 
 
    Finding a dark corner immersed in the gloom of the moonless night, Hadjar sat down in a lotus position, though he didn’t really need it for meditation anymore. Only a mortal striving to overcome the frailty of their body had to use this pose. 
 
    He took the pouch that the shaman had given him out of his spatial ring. He set it down in front of him and, untying its strings, looked at it through the World River. The energy that the powder emanated was mesmerizing. Sometimes, as it pulsed, it assumed the form of the fern’s root it had been made from. 
 
    Hadjar had no doubt that he would get a lot of Imperial coins for this in Dahanatan, even for just a gram of the powder, and he had fifty. It was difficult to even calculate how much one pouch like this one could cost. Moreover, Hadjar figured that the specially prepared powder would cost much more than the original fern would have. It was a decent reward for all that Hadjar had endured.... The memory of Derek, Alea, and Irma made his chest tighten. Hadjar immediately banished the memories of the recent past from his mind. 
 
    When one cultivated, their mind had to be pure and free of all worldly concerns. Otherwise, instead of making progress, Hadjar would receive a blow to his Core that would render him helpless for a week. Or he might even regress, and no one could ever continue to progress along the path of cultivation after that. 
 
    Hadjar spent a while circulating the energy in his body according to the instructions written in the ‘Path through the Clouds’ scroll. It was difficult. The Technique wasn’t exactly suitable for the human energy body. What dragons had from birth, Hadjar had to master through sweat and blood. 
 
    Quite literally, in fact. Sweat ran down his back, and blood trickled from his nose and eyes. 
 
    Half an hour later, when his energy body was warmed up and his Core burned with its own power, Hadjar, without interrupting his meditation, drew the Black Blade. Without any hesitation, he drove it straight into the center of the Sword’s tattoo. The blade sliced through muscle and bone, almost touching his heart. If Hadjar had put too much power into the thrust, he would’ve committed suicide. And if he’d held back too much, the shaman’s powder would’ve gone to waste and wouldn’t have helped him. Removing the sword, Hadjar didn’t allow his wound to heal. Taking the little bag, he held it up to the wound and, by circulating his own energy, sucked in the energy of the powder. 
 
    The dragon meditation Technique required the use of the root of a thousand-year-old fern. Its flower was considered a priceless gem, but its root was worth much more than the leaves or stem, because it was the ‘heart’ of the plant. The energy of the root had to be used in such a ‘heart-to-heart’ way. 
 
    Hadjar was using the essence of a root that was three thousand years old. So, the energy he was inhaling was almost seven times thicker and more potent! 
 
    The energy of the powder was drawn into his body and funneled into his heart. Many mortals, in the pursuit of cheap power, cultivated their muscles: their arms, legs and torso becoming as hard as rock. But they always forgot about the most important human organ — the heart. 
 
    This section of the ‘Path through the Clouds’ meditation Technique was dedicated to the heart. As soon as the viscous, thick energy enveloped it, Hadjar’s heart began to beat at an unthinkable speed. The resulting rush of adrenaline sent a terrible spasm through his body. He froze, unable to move. Then the pain came. 
 
    Once upon a time, when he’d been just a practitioner, Hadjar had cultivated using the Cores of monsters. In Empires, especially among the nobles, this method was considered barbaric because of the pain, not to mention the risk involved if one made a mistake, so almost no one used it. That pain had been nothing compared to the pain he was feeling right now. Hadjar dismissed it like it was an annoying mosquito. Paying no attention to the terrible agony, he continued to follow the Technique described in the scroll. After everything he’d been through in the past few weeks, the pain was no worse than a refreshing, icy shower. 
 
    While continuing to draw in the energy of the powder, he didn’t stop circulating his own. This hadn’t been mentioned in the dragon meditation Technique since dragons couldn’t maintain both processes at once because of their physiology. The human energy body, more flexible when it came to cultivation, could. 
 
    And so, gradually, after going through his heart, the energy of the powder moved to his solar plexus, getting closer to the Core of his energy body. With a sharp push, it broke through the last barrier and started surging into his Core. With every breath Hadjar took, his heart and Core became much stronger. In the physical world, every single one of Hadjar’s breaths sent out waves of power that dug out a hole several feet deep, burying him in it. 
 
    Four hours later, after the powder in the pouch finally ran out, sitting in a pool of his sweat and blood, Hadjar opened his eyes that flashed with a bright, blue light. The energy they released formed a sword, not a black one, either, but a blue blade. The vision only lasted a moment, then faded into a haze. 
 
    “The advanced stage,” Hadjar whispered. 
 
    He clenched and unclenched his fists as he tried out his new abilities. He was certain that he could now easily destroy even Eon Mrax with just a few attacks. Hadjar got up, climbed out of the ravine, and looked to the east. There stood Fort Darigon, where his mission was waiting for him. 
 
    “It’s time to head back.”      
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    The ‘Drunken Goose’ tavern, which stood at the intersection of four roads, was as noisy as ever. On the first floor, in the common room, there were hundreds of guests. Sitting at round tables made of solid oak, they mostly drank ale. They raised their drinks high in the air and shouted out toasts: 
 
    “To the scoundrel who led us to the Baron’s castle!” 
 
    “To the treasure map left behind by the old scientist!” 
 
    “To the booty of both kinds!” 
 
    The tavern at the crossroads was famous for its interesting patrons. Bandits, mercenaries, sky pirates, and other ‘soldiers of fortune’ usually gathered here. The first floor was usually occupied by the noisiest idiots, while the second and third floors were occupied by the quiet types making all sorts of deals. 
 
    That was why the figure wrapped in a gray cloak stood out against the background of the noisy first floor. The man sat in a corner of the tavern and calmly drank something from a tall, wooden mug. The foaming drink disappeared into the shadow of his hood. Sometimes, briefly revealed by the light of artifact lamps made from rock crystals, his black hair could be seen. Two feathers, red and white, had been woven into it on the left side, and some ornaments with ancient hieroglyphs on them had been woven into the right side of his hair. 
 
    “Who’s that?” A young cabin boy asked his officer. 
 
    His ship was currently hidden in the forests of the borderlands and this was his first time venturing outside of Darnassus. Since childhood, the boy, who craved adventure, had engaged in sky piracy. Despite his bloody life thus far, he still retained a spark of childlike curiosity. 
 
    “Who?” The officer, after noisily placing his mug down on the table, belched and looked around the room. 
 
    After letting his gaze linger on a young, beautiful serving girl, the pirate finally noticed who the cabin boy was pointing at. 
 
    A few weeks ago, in this very tavern, he and his friends had been having a little fun, lightening their purses that had grown heavy after several successful raids on merchant vessels. Celebrating the glorious battles had been the perfect reason to indulge in such entertainment. But, alas, that night had turned sour for them. As soon as they’d started having fun, strangers had come to the tavern. Three disciples of the Lascanian ‘Red Mule’ border school, no less. Of course, each of the pirate ship’s officers was no weaker than the initial stage of the Spirit Knight level, but, even if they all fought together, they would still be no match for a single disciple of the inner circle from that school. They’d also had an orc with them. The officer had once witnessed another crew enslaving a family of orcs. The beasts had fought with such ferocity and power that the officer had had nightmares for many nights afterward. 
 
    And to top it off, a mysterious person had entered the tavern along with them. A swordsman who’d looked like he was no older than 22. He’d only been at the middle stage of the Heaven Soldier level, but had still wielded a frightening amount of power. Not in terms of the amount of energy he could use, but in terms of the depth of his understanding of the Way of the Sword Spirit. The pirate had heard stories claiming that the capitals were full of monsters who’d mastered the Weapon’s Heart level, but he hadn’t believed them. That night a few weeks ago, everything had changed. 
 
    “Fuck!” The pirate saw that same stranger again. Noticing another familiar, cloaked figure enter the tavern, he started panicking, “Shit! Shit!” 
 
    Slowly and quietly, the pirate lifted his mug off the table. He carefully moved under it. 
 
    “Sir?” The cabin boy asked in surprise. 
 
    The pirate, suddenly looking very sober, put a finger to his lips. 
 
    “Shhh,” he hissed, and waved his hand frantically. “If you want to live to see the dawn, get down here.” 
 
    The cabin boy, looking around, took his mug as well and disappeared beneath the table. Fortunately, they were at the far end of the first floor, and all their fellow patrons were too busy drinking alcohol or diddling women to notice the two pirates hiding under the table. 
 
    “Look closely, boy,” the pirate whispered, “And you’ll see real monsters.” 
 
    The cabin boy, startled by the awed terror he’d heard in the older pirate’s voice, became extremely curious. 
 
    The man who entered the tavern sat down opposite the one with the feathers and ornaments in his hair. The newcomer had two sets of scabbards and swords under his clothes. The boy had heard of ambidextrous swordsmen, but had never seen one until now. It was widely believed that one such swordsman was worth eight ordinary ones in a battle. 
 
    “Hello, brother North Wind.” 
 
    Brother? The cabin boy thought. These two don’t look like brothers… 
 
    The name North Wind etched itself in the cabin boy’s mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hadjar looked up from his beer and gazed at the speaker. He wasn’t surprised to see Eon Mrax in front of him. The sectarian hadn’t really changed since the last time he’d seen him, apart from the new, long scar on his frowning face. 
 
    “Hello,” Hadjar said. 
 
    Eon, like before, picked up a jug from a passing serving girl’s tray. The girl started to say something to the impudent man, but then stopped. She could feel the pressure of the Spirit Knight’s aura. In these backwater places, he was like a Lord in the capital — someone a person didn’t want to argue with. With a stuttering, apologetic whisper, the girl darted away, fleeing between the other tables. 
 
    “You’ve gotten stronger.” Mrax took a sip from the jug. Then, with a grimace, he set it aside. “Shall we go outside or do it right here?” 
 
    Hadjar drained his beer in one gulp. Wiping his lips, he looked into Eon’s eyes. During his adventures, Hadjar had forgotten that the sect that worshipped the Enemy had been added to his long list of problems. 
 
    “Let’s go outside.” 
 
    Mrax, his armor clanking, headed for the exit. Hadjar followed after him with a heavy sigh, recalling how he’d parted with his friend. Steppe Fang, holding on to Purling Song, had watched Hadjar leave. They’d said their farewells according to the orcs’ customs — they hadn’t drawn it out. The free, nomadic orc tribes believed that the roads of the living sometimes diverged, and if it was fated, they would meet again. Touching the feathers in his hair, Hadjar smiled a little sadly. He hoped that he and Steppe Fang would never meet again… 
 
    “Are you ready?” Mrax asked, smiling. 
 
    Instead of answering, Hadjar summoned his inner dragon.  
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    The cloak of black fog covered Hadjar’s shoulders, the light armor materializing around his arms, the black belt wrapped around his waist, and a new, soft plate now protected the left side of his chest. The Call’s armor had grown stronger as a result of his advancement, Hadjar realized. The Black Blade shone in his hands. It had a blue, mystical hieroglyph instead of a crossguard. 
 
    “You’re definitely stronger,” Mrax said with a nod. He threw off his cloak. With a slight squelch, it landed in the mud of the road. “Well, that just means I’ll get more glory.” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t understand if Mrax meant Glory points or simple glory. Recent events had made him neglect the tasks of ‘The Holy Sky’ School’s Hall of Fame. Without Glory points, entering the Treasure Tower was a complete waste of time. 
 
    “I warned you, brother,” a pillar of black energy flared to life behind Mrax. It had once made Hadjar tighten his grip on his blade, but now he didn’t react at all, “that our fight wasn’t over. Or are you so drunk on your little bit of progress along the path of cultivation that you think you’ll actually defeat me?” 
 
    The pillar disappeared and a Spirit spread its wings behind Eon. It looked like a huge raven that was feeding power to its master, the Spirit Knight. 
 
    Hadjar felt many eyes on his back. The patrons of the ‘Drunken Goose’, just like last time, had come out into the yard. For each of them, a battle between two powerful cultivators was an opportunity to deepen their understanding of the Sword Spirit’s mysteries and the path of cultivation in general, which could serve as a kind of training. 
 
    “Let’s get started!” 
 
    Eon’s Imperial armor suddenly covered him and he spread his bladelike wings. “Raven’s Flight!” 
 
    To the spectators, the Spirit Knight’s movements were almost instantaneous. In a fraction of a second, he appeared next to Hadjar. His two swords struck in a crossed X pattern. It was impossible to dodge or avoid such an attack, you could only block it. 
 
    The cabin boy couldn’t understand why the warrior with feathers in his hair looked so calm and relaxed. Such a strike had power that could be compared to the simultaneous attack of four mighty warriors. 
 
    “Have you finally learned humility?” Eon shouted. 
 
    Hadjar sighed. Compared to the Dah’Khasses’ King, Mrax moved so slowly that his every movement could be examined in detail. The energy that spread out like wings behind him looked sluggish and flimsy. Hadjar thought it was a bit bold to call this Technique the ‘Raven’s Flight’. Rather, the ‘Mayfly’s Fluttering’ might’ve been more apt. An insect that could die if caught by a strong gust of wind… Fitting. The crossed blades struck the line of darkness above his head. Their collision sent out a terrifying wave of power. 
 
    A sphere of energy that was barely visible to the naked eye tore out huge chunks of earth and threw them in the air. They landed on the fence of the tavern, smashing the massive logs to splinters. The tavern’s owner almost cried. Just recently, he’d had to repair his tavern because of these two inconsiderate monsters. 
 
    “He killed him with a single attack,” the cabin boy gasped. 
 
    “Keep looking,” the older pirate grunted. 
 
    The dust kicked up by the clash of weapons settled down. Two men came into view. One was calm and the other was panting. 
 
    “How-” 
 
    Everything the cabin boy knew about the path of cultivation told him that no Heaven Soldier should be able to withstand an attack made by a Spirit Knight. However, the dark swordsman’s body didn’t have a single scratch on it, but the Spirit Knight was leaning on one of his blades. A trickle of blood ran down his left thigh, visible through the cut in his cuisse. That meant that the dark swordsman had managed to not only repel the swings of two swords, but to also attack with his own sword afterward. It was impossible! 
 
    The Black Blade now looked like the deadly fang of some mythical creature. 
 
    Hadjar shook out his right arm. It was a little tingly after their exchange, as Mrax wasn’t just a simple Spirit Knight, but a descendant of the Enemy trained by the Raven Sect. 
 
    “Your body-” Mrax took out some pills from his spatial artifact, which looked like a chain around his neck. After swallowing them, he shuddered, and the wound on his leg instantly healed up. “Is now as strong as a Spirit level artifact, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t answer him. His body had actually left the Spirit level behind at that waterfall in the land of the Dah’Khasses. After training with the essence of a three-thousand-year-old fern root, he’d also strengthened his physical heart and his energy Core. His body hadn’t quite reached the Earth level yet, but it had definitely surpassed the Spirit level. 
 
    “So,” Mrax spat and a spray of pink and scarlet fell to the ground, “all this time, you’ve been strengthening your body? Did you decide to hide in your shell like a turtle? It doesn’t matter. It won’t do you any good!” 
 
    Eon brought his blades together, forming a single whole. A black sphere flashed in front of their joined tips. Its pull was so strong that the layers of earth that had been scattered everywhere by their first clash rose and flew toward the sphere of darkness. As soon as they touched it, they were reduced to dust, feeding the Spirit Knight’s Technique. Behind him, his Spirit screamed furiously. It fed its power to Mrax, making his Technique several times stronger. 
 
    The cabin boy almost passed out when he sensed the Technique’s power. Without a doubt, this Spirit Knight would be able to destroy their entire ship and crew with just this one attack. 
 
    “Monsters...” the boy whispered. “They really do exist.” 
 
    “Just keep looking,” the pirate officer repeated with a snort. 
 
    They continued to watch the two swordsmen fight in stunned silence. 
 
    When the sphere reached a diameter of several feet, the Spirit Knight launched it at his foe with a roar of rage. It tore off his blades and flew with incredible speed toward the relaxed Heaven Soldier. Without losing any power, it left a wide, deep furrow in the ground behind it. The swordsman who wielded that strange, black sword, moved. He swung as if he were putting his blade back in its scabbard. Crouching slightly, he shouted: 
 
    “Sixth stance: Wind!” 
 
    The cabin boy started. He clearly heard the kind of roar that his childhood friends had used to make when playing ‘Knights and Dragons’, when they’d wanted to parody the roar of a Lord of the Heavens. He also saw a dragon’s distinct features in the plume of black fog that the swordsman had turned into. It danced across the sphere, breaking it in half. Then came the two explosions, leaving craters behind in their wake. Finally, there was a short, sharp cry, and all was still. When the dust settled, a corpse lay on the ground with wide, glassy eyes, looking up at the night sky. Blood spurted from the body, coming out of a single stab wound. The swords and chain artifact were gone. And so was the swordsman in the black cloak. 
 
    “North Wind,” the cabin boy whispered. 
 
    Now he knew a real monster’s name.      
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    Hadjar sat in a simple wooden cart. With his back to the road, he watched the steppes of the Lascanian borderlands gradually give way to the mountainous, uneven ground of Darnassus. 
 
    “Where are you from?” An old man wearing a broad straw hat asked him. 
 
    He sat in the back of an old, shabby cart. Pulled by a thin nag, it rolled over the potholes in the road. This particular road wasn’t paved with stone or granite slabs, but had been trampled into place by thousands of peasants traversing it every day. 
 
    “From Lidus,” Hadjar replied. 
 
    He toyed with Eon Mrax’s chain in his hands. It actually was a spatial artifact, and he’d found several hundred Imperial coins and a variety of potions inside it — fairly standard stuff. It had been stupid of him to hope that the sectarian would carry all the treasures he’d acquired over hundreds of years with him. 
 
    “Lidus... Lidus... No, I’ve never heard of such a place.” The old man spoke with a strange accent and chuckled constantly. “Why are you going to Fort Darigon?” 
 
    Hadjar smiled. He had forgotten what it was like to talk to a fellow traveler. Moreover, he had forgotten what it was like to talk to a mortal. The old man was stuck on the third stage of the Bodily Nodes level and was a typical representative of the two Empires’ people. 
 
    About ninety percent of the population of Darnassus and Lascan were the same. It was easy to forget that fact while living in capitals and traveling through dangerous lands inhabited by true cultivators. 
 
    “I have a mission," Hadjar answered honestly. He saw no reason to lie to his benefactor, who’d decided to give him a ride. 
 
    “Mi-i-i-ssio-o-on.” The old man drawled. “That sounds serious. Are you in the military?” 
 
    The simple question baffled Hadjar. 
 
    “You’re in the military.” The villager answered his own question. He snapped the reins. His horse snorted in disdain and began walking even more slowly. “Stupid nag! You won’t get any grub tonight!” 
 
    The horse neighed in fright and picked up speed. Hadjar laughed. Leaning down, his body halfway out of the cart loaded with various vegetables, he plucked a roadside blade of grass and put it in his mouth. It was bitter. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Hadjar asked. 
 
    “Your eyes.” 
 
    “But you can’t even see my eyes,” Hadjar laughed again. 
 
    “I saw your eyes when you were standing on the side of the road. You were inspecting it carefully, like only a military man would. So, I decided to help you. It isn’t right for a sovereign man to wander around with holes in his boots.” 
 
    Hadjar looked down at his boots. He and Einen had bought them in Dahanatan. The salesman had praised them up and down: ‘Real snakeskin boots! You won’t find sturdier ones anywhere!’ Sadly, the boots hadn’t survived his adventure. Now Hadjar could stick his toes out of the tips of his boots. He didn’t care. He now had enough money to buy at least ten pairs. However, that money could be spent on something far more useful. He really didn’t care what kind of clothes or what kind of boots he wore. 
 
    “My son, one of my grandsons, and one of my great-grandsons, all at once, joined the military. They wanted power, glory, and money.” 
 
    “Did any of them ever come back?” 
 
    “Nope.” The old man adjusted his straw hat and spurred on the nag. “None of them have ever come back to their father’s house. They don’t want to settle down, cultivate the land, and raise cattle. No. They want to have a saber and women.” 
 
    He chuckled. Hadjar joined him. 
 
    “They just brought their sons to us, left them behind, and then didn’t return. Now we have lots of land and small children.” 
 
    Hadjar looked at the fields. Ploughed and sown, they’d obviously produced a rich harvest. 
 
    “It must be hard.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve already gotten used to it. I honestly feel sorry for you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re living your life wrong.” The villager let go of the reins and picked up a jug. After uncorking it, he first offered it to Hadjar, and when the warrior refused, he shrugged and drank two large gulps of milk. “You’re looking for death instead of enjoying the sun and wind. We, on the other hand, have got everything we need: the earth, the sun, and the rain. We can live and be happy. We can work in the fields and admire the fruits of our labor.” 
 
    Hadjar toyed with Eon Mrax’s chain again. 
 
    “And if evil people come?” 
 
    “Yes!” The old man held up a finger. “That’s why I’m helping you. Only people like you can protect us from evil. That’s why I’m glad to help you. You might be the one to die in order to save my field one day.” 
 
    Hadjar smiled again. He liked this simple logic. 
 
    “Whoa! Whoa, you stupid nag!” 
 
    He pulled on the reins and stopped his horse in the middle of the fork in the road. It began to nibble at the grass growing there. 
 
    “That’s all, traveler. I can’t take you any farther. I have to go to the village market.” 
 
    Hadjar nodded and jumped down from the cart. He’d left a leather wallet among the vegetables. It contained a hundred Imperial coins. With that amount, the old man could buy a herd of horses and twenty excellent, new carts. Although, Hadjar figured he would probably give the money away instead, to the other villagers who also needed something. When it came to mortals, the only way for them to survive was to help and support each other. By the Evening Stars, the world of martial arts lacked that sort of wonderful unity. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hadjar said. 
 
    Out of habit, he first touched his heart, then his forehead, and finally, he sent something toward the sky. The old man laughed vaguely and took off his straw hat. 
 
    “Take it,” he handed it to Hadjar. “You might damage your head in this sun. Who will beat the villains then? I certainly won’t. My body and eyes are weak now. And I kind of feel sorry for them.” 
 
    “For the villains?” 
 
    “They’re stupid.” The old man nodded. “They fight against us now. But, if they defeat us, they will just move on to fighting against others.” 
 
    “What others?” Hadjar put on the straw hat. 
 
    “Who knows?” The old man laughed. “There are always others. Go on. It’s time for us to part ways. I wish you glory and women. Or whatever it is you want.” 
 
    The old man turned and drove on down the road. Hadjar stood there for a while, lost in thought, then headed toward Darigon, the walls of which were already visible on the horizon. 
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    Thousands of people — travelers, farmers, soldiers, villagers, and the residents of surrounding towns — passed through the central gates of Fort Darigon, which was located on the borders of Darnassus, every day. So, Darigon had long ago stopped being just a fort, and was now also the center of social life for everyone who lived in the area. People came to Darigon from thousands of miles away. 
 
    The guards who stood beneath the teeth of the never-descending wrought iron gates had long ago learned to discern who was trying to enter the fort on sight. This ability to identify everyone so well helped them get just enough money from travelers to ensure that they wouldn’t feel wronged even as they got fleeced. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    One of the four guards, each of whom was on the verge of becoming a true cultivator, lowered his halberd in front of a man entering the city, getting the blade right in his face. The stranger’s head was covered by a wide-brimmed peasant straw hat. He was wearing old rags and high, leaky cavalry boots. The man looked like a simple vagabond who moved from one fort to another, begged for alms, and after he received them, drank and had fun with cheap whores. Of course, the guards would still let his kind into the city if they were able to pay for it. 
 
    “Into the fort.” The stranger seemed to be about twenty years old. 
 
    “Into the fort?” The guard snorted. “Go away, you filthy hobo. There’s nothing for people like you in there.” 
 
    The guard who’d decided to ward off the vagabond had served at the gates of Darigon the longest. During that time, he’d learned that if a person didn’t have even the simplest weapon on their belt, they were the lowest of the low. There was no need to stand on ceremony with such people. 
 
    This one didn’t even have a homemade axe or a crude knife. The guard didn’t know how he’d managed to survive on the unfriendly roads of the borderlands. Maybe he wasn’t a man, but a girl instead? The guard saw no other way an unarmed person could’ve survived an encounter with the bandits. 
 
    “This will have to be enough.” The stranger held out an Imperial coin. With a slight bow, as was required by etiquette, he added: “Let me in, please, honorable guard.” 
 
    Enough? For one Imperial coin, the guard would be able to buy a small plot of land, three cows, and a chicken coop in the nearest village! 
 
    “That’s a fake!” The guard slapped the coin away and it landed on the ground. It rolled toward the queue. After standing in the sun for half a day, the people were glad to see a duel or a fight brewing. “Go away!” 
 
    A bright blue eye flashed from beneath the hat. The guard could’ve sworn it wasn’t a human eye, but the eye of some terrible predator. 
 
    “Someone bled for that coin. Show some respect.” 
 
    Each word was harsh, as if it had been spoken with a sword instead of a mouth. At the same time, everyone within a hundred yards felt as if the sharpest of blades were being pressed against their necks. 
 
    “Weapon’s Heart...” The whispers came. 
 
    “This is a sword master!” 
 
    “A real swordsman!” 
 
    “By the gods and demons, I’m glad I visited Darigon today!” 
 
    “I’ll tell my grandchildren about him!” 
 
    The guard, unable to withstand the pressure of the power, fell to his knees. Then he sprawled out on the ground, his right hand covering the coin. It was only when he touched it that the guard realized it wasn’t a fake. For the love of the gods! How blind was he to try and stand in the way of this monster? 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    The pressure immediately disappeared, and there was a murmur in the queue. People quickly got down on one knee. On the other side of the gates, a hundred soldiers now stood at attention. They dug their expandable shields into the gravel and bared their long spears. Each of them was at the initial stage of the Heaven Soldier level. In front of them, clad in artifact armor, a tall, middle-aged man stood. Many people knew him on sight or had at least heard about the famous General of Darigon and the pride of all the border forces — Frederick Mancey. His huge battleax, called Magnificent Flower, was honored and respected even among the Lascanian warriors. 
 
    He drew this monstrous weapon. The axe easily shattered the Weapon’s Heart aura. After all, the Weapon Kingdom that Frederick, one of the greatest Generals in all of Darnassus, clearly possessed was far more powerful than the Weapon’s Heart level. 
 
    “Honorable General,” Hadjar bowed respectfully. 
 
    He’d heard about Lord Mancey. Everything he’d heard about this great man had only engendered a feeling of deep respect. 
 
    “Who are you, young man?” The Lord’s voice boomed. “And why are you stirring up trouble near my fort?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, honorable General,” Hadjar bowed even lower. “The long trip here has thrown my nerves into disarray.” 
 
    Hadjar took the letter out of his spatial ring. As soon as the General saw the seal belonging to Mentor Orune, the expression on his face changed. 
 
    “Are you a disciple of his?” He asked. 
 
    “No,” Hadjar decided to add that he might soon become one, however. 
 
    “That’s good,” the General nodded. “If you’d told me you were, I would’ve killed you immediately.” 
 
    “Why?” Hadjar asked in surprise. 
 
    “Old Orune never takes anyone as a disciple,” the Lord snorted. “He refused even my own son! His sworn nephew! However, that doesn’t matter right now, come on in. We have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    Magnificent Flower disappeared into Frederick’s spatial artifact, he gave a brief order to his warriors, and then he started walking toward the castle. Hadjar stepped over the still cowering guard and entered the fort. 
 
    “I am happy to welcome a disciple from ‘The Holy Sky’ School to my home,” Frederick said. “I am truly honored to host one of the geniuses who will become the future of our country.” 
 
    “The honor is all mine,” Hadjar bowed. 
 
    Together, they headed to the castle towering above the walls and looking like an impregnable rock. Although, given the fact that no one had captured Darigon for tens of thousands of years, it really was one. 
 
    The guard, who was desperately clutching the coin, still couldn’t believe what had just happened. A disciple of ‘The Holy Sky’ School, where the geniuses other geniuses looked up to trained, a Heaven Soldier who had power equal to a Spirit Knight’s and had mastered the Weapon’s Heart, someone who knew the greatest swordsman of the Empire, Lord Orune... And he had mistaken him for a vagabond! The gods really didn’t like him today. 
 
    “Worn out clothes, nomad ornaments and orc feathers in his hair…” A pensive voice came from the queue. “I’ve heard of such a wanderer. I think his name is North Wind.” 
 
    “North Wind,” the guard repeated. 
 
    He would remember that name for the rest of his life.   
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    The General opened the door for Hadjar. It would’ve looked abnormal to any observer, as Frederick Mancey was one of the most powerful people in the Empire. There weren’t many aristocrats in Darnassus who could match his status, except for the other Generals. The Empire was still a very militant country, after all. And now, one of the greatest Generals was opening the door for a simple Heaven Soldier. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hadjar said. 
 
    The office he entered looked quite normal, though spacious — an ordinary castle room. Hadjar had seen a lot of them during his life. The only thing that stood out from the standard decorations, such as marble, thick rugs, and a huge fireplace, was the portrait of the Emperor hanging on the far wall. Though he’d never seen him before, Hadjar recognized him by the regalia on his chest — a medallion made from scarlet metal, in the center of which shone a jade hieroglyph that contained three concepts at once: ‘life’, above which was ‘power’, and below was ‘earth’. It was the motto of Darnassus: ‘Power over life on this earth’. 
 
    He sat down on a cushioned chair, took off his hat, and placed it next to him. 
 
    The General, after locking the door with a heavy bolt, sat down opposite him. Now they were separated by a massive, oak desk that could’ve supported the entire Treasury of Darigon. 
 
    “Hadjar Darkhan, North Wind,’ Frederick read, stroking his thick, brown beard. “Orune’s letter says that you’re a promising young man and a mid-stage Heaven Soldier.” 
 
    Putting down the letter, the General crossed his arms over his chest and just looked at him. Hadjar felt something incredibly strong touch his soul and disappear without a trace. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” The General looked surprised. “You really are promising. But don’t be too proud of that. I’ve seen thousands of cultivators who were much more promising than you. Do you know what happened to all of them?” 
 
    “I don’t, my General.” 
 
    Frederick’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You were in the military, weren’t you? Anyway, they all died, failing to survive until the moment their genius blossomed. You, the prodigies, die much more often than mere warriors.” 
 
    “Thank you for the explanation, my General.” 
 
    Frederick waved his words away and leaned back in his chair. Turning slightly, he looked through the narrow hole that served as the single window in his office. The room was dimly lit by numerous torches and a fireplace. 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me.” He sighed. He took a scroll out of a drawer in the table. Hadjar recognized the type of parchment — it was an intelligence report. “This is a different letter. Not from Orune, but from my spies,” the General continued, confirming Hadjar’s suspicions. “It says that the orc tribes have left their encampments and gone into the steppes. It’s been thousands of years since that last happened.” 
 
    Hadjar stared at Frederick in silence. Or rather, he tried to, but when he looked at the Lord through the World River, something blocked his view. This hadn’t happened when he’d looked at Arkemeya. Apparently, Frederick was using some kind of Technique that prevented him from examining his power fully. 
 
    “I also have another report,” the General pulled out a second scroll. “It’s about a week old. It says that, along the northwestern borders of the Empire, in the mountains, there was some kind of anomaly. A day later, the orc tribes organized an unprecedented festival, which honored the hunters Steppe Fang and North Wind.” 
 
    Hadjar wasn’t surprised to learn that the General had all this information. On the contrary, if Frederick hadn’t been aware of what was happening in the borderlands, he would’ve been deeply disappointed. 
 
    “I see you have two feathers in your hair. If we compare our ranking systems, you’re orc nobility now.” 
 
    “The orcs don’t have nobles,” Hadjar retorted. 
 
    Frederick put the reports away and turned back to Hadjar. 
 
    “So, you aren’t denying it,’ he drawled, not threatening him, but sounding a little weary. “Will you tell me what happened out there?” 
 
    Hadjar stared into the General’s steely eyes for a moment. Then, well aware of the consequences of his answer, he shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my General, but that isn’t my secret to share.” 
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes for a while. By the Evening Stars, for the first time in his life, Hadjar almost looked away. The only thing that kept him from doing it was knowing that he was in the right. What would he be if he told everyone the secrets he shared with other humans and… nonhumans? 
 
    “I respect your principles,” Frederick finally nodded. “Now I see why Orune chose you.” 
 
    With that, the General rose and went over to the portrait of the Emperor. Standing in front of it, he bowed deeply, and then took out a golden medallion from beneath the collar of his rich robes. Whispering something and imbuing the artifact with his power, the General pressed it against the corner of the portrait’s frame. The picture burst into a multicolored flame, which soon disappeared. Beyond it was a niche that contained a very ancient scroll. He picked it up carefully and moved away from the wall. As soon as he did so, the picture returned to its original place, hiding the empty niche once more. 
 
    Hadjar was shocked. If the General had kept the scroll in a magic safe, not even trusting his own spatial artifact, the value of this treasure would be difficult to overestimate. 
 
    Returning to the table, Frederick took out a wide, knitted string comprised of hundreds of tiny threads. Coming to life, they snaked around the scroll and tied themselves into a complex knot, over which Frederick placed a wax seal. Without needing to look through the World River, Hadjar knew that, even if someone could survive an attempt to break the seal, doing so would destroy the scroll within. 
 
    “Take this,” the General handed the scroll to Hadjar. He accepted it carefully and put it into his spatial ring. “We expected you two weeks ago. You were supposed to deliver it to the capital by today, so you don’t have any time left. Hurry up.” 
 
    “When does the next brig leave?” Hadjar asked, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Right now,” Frederick said. “Whether by coincidence or luck, you arrived just two hours before the departure of a cargo brig heading to Dahanatan.” 
 
    “A cargo brig?” 
 
    “Yes.” The General nodded. “I won’t give you a military escort. You already know why.” 
 
    Hadjar did know. The more people guarded a thing, the more valuable it appeared to pirates and the Lascanian spies. The most valuable cargo was often transported on its own, on simple merchant ships. They were untraceable and undetectable. 
 
    “May I go?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Hadjar saluted and left. Frederick stared at the closed door for a moment, then took out an inkwell, stylus, and blank parchment from his spatial artifact. That damned Orune had managed to snag one of the most extraordinary swordsmen Frederick had ever seen! The General smiled. If that young man survived to the point where his powers reached their peak, the Empire would acquire another monster that would make it stronger. 
 
    “May the gods guide your path,” Frederick whispered as he finished writing a letter to his old friend.       
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 632 
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    Standing at the prow of the ship, Hadjar watched a sky pirate ship he recognized approaching their brig. 
 
    “Black flag!” People on the deck shouted. “Black flag ahead! Sound the alarm!” 
 
    The brig, though a simple cargo ship, usually delivered goods to a military fort, so it had some weapons on it. Several sailors ran up to the ten cannons on each side. They didn’t know exactly what they had to do, but managed to get their weapons into position. 
 
    Hadjar held on to the rigging. Hanging over the side, he could touch the clouds. He’d recognized the pirate ship immediately. These were the same pirates who’d wrecked ‘Rukh’s Wings’ and killed the good people who’d crewed it. 
 
    “Fi-” 
 
    Before the captain could give the order to fire, something rocketed out from the prow of the ship, rocking the whole brig in the process. Turning into a dragon as it soared through the sky, it darted toward the pirate ship. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Is he… flying?” 
 
    “Can North Wind fly?” 
 
    “That’s impossible! He’s a simple Heaven Soldier!” 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    Hadjar didn’t hear their cries. Using the ‘Wind’ stance and his Call, he’d funneled most of the power to his legs. Energy had poured out of his fortified Core and into his changing meridians. It had permeated every cell of his body, making them as powerful as a swing of his sword. For a moment, Hadjar had turned into a sword himself. The force his legs had unleashed as he’d kicked off had been so great that the prow, made of the best wood, had cracked in several places. 
 
    Wrapped in a plume of black fog, Hadjar cut through the blue sky. He could feel the wind rushing through him. With his entire being, during those few seconds of flight, he felt something that was closer to him than anything else had ever been. 
 
    And then it was over. The thunder of a dozen pirate cannons banished the feeling. His cloak spread out behind him like a pair of wings. 
 
    Drawing the Black Blade, Hadjar, while still in the air, made three strong and fast swings. Each of them turned into a wide crescent of darkness. The cannonballs collided with them and crumbled to dust. 
 
    Hadjar punched a hole in the pirate brig’s protective dome with another swing of his sword. It was only a few feet wide and quickly sealed back up, but not quickly enough. 
 
    Landing at the observation deck on the central mast, Hadjar plunged his sword into the startled cabin boy’s heart. He was about sixteen years old, but Hadjar  didn’t hesitate at all. It was a small war they waged right now, and it was kill or be killed. 
 
    With a casual flick of his sword, he cut through the yard, and the huge sail, as it fell to the deck, covered a dozen pirates like a shroud. He grabbed a rope and pushed off from the falling deck, jumping down. During his rapid descent, several crossbow bolts shrouded in energy whizzed past his head. They bit hungrily into the creaking mast, but didn’t manage to touch Hadjar. 
 
    Several pirates were waiting for him on the deck. They were at the Heaven Soldier level or higher. Landing between them, Hadjar swung his cloak and spun on the heels of his ragged boots. His sword turned into a blur of impenetrable darkness that swirled around Hadjar. A dozen pirates who’d tried to use their defensive Techniques died without even understanding what had taken their lives. The black crescent of energy, easily passing through their Techniques, also cut into the deck, exposing the second and third decks, where people ran screaming from the rafters that were falling on their heads. 
 
    Raising his sword above him, Hadjar drew energy from his Core and combined it with the sword’s energy, performing two light, simple slashes. They formed a V-shaped attack, which flared up with such ferocity and power that it made the nearest pirates’ knees buckle. 
 
    “Seventh stance: Azure Cloud!” 
 
    A dark miasma appeared in the sky above the ship. Coalescing into a blue thundercloud, it spewed out two dragon-swords. Their black fangs, flashing with the mysteries of the Sword, struck the powder hold and the storage crystals. A series of powerful explosions rocked the ship. They split the decks and holds in half. People, burned and broken, fell overboard. Screaming, they disappeared into the white sea of clouds. The flames grew too powerful to contain. They devoured the wood with enthusiasm, constantly spitting out burning pirates and melting cannons. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    A very repulsive Spirit Knight jumped off the bridge. Landing like a cat in front of Hadjar, she drew her weapon. Given how ugly she looked, Hadjar idly wondered what she’d been like before her transformations… 
 
    “My client wants you alive, but I’ll gut you to avenge my ship and my sister!” 
 
    Backlit by roaring flames, standing on the splintering deck, she looked like a formidable opponent — a mid-stage Spirit Knight who wielded daggers. 
 
    Hadjar, remembering the names of all the sailors who’d crewed ‘Rukh’s Wings’, attacked with an overwhelming fury. 
 
    “Black Wind!” 
 
    A misty replica of the Black Blade, now fifty feet long, reached almost to the very bow of the pirate ship. It easily cut through the wooden planks and all the people that got in its way. The pirate captain, not realizing what had just happened, tried to take a step toward him, but her torso flopped forward instead, separated from her legs. 
 
    Hadjar didn’t wait for the ship to burn up or fall apart completely and pushed off the deck, landing on his own ship soon after. 
 
    “Six seconds…” 
 
    [image: ]“A mere six seconds!” The people standing on the deck of the merchant brig murmured. “He wrecked that pirate ship in just six seconds!” 
 
    “Being a disciple of ‘The Holy Sky’ School isn’t just an empty title, that’s for sure!” 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Does anyone remember his name?” 
 
    “It’s North Wind.” 
 
    When Hadjar landed on the deck of the ship, no one congratulated or thanked him. Everyone there, including the startled captain, was scared of such power. Hadjar, not paying it any mind, returned to the bow. There, leaning on the broad rope ladder, he stared out at the clouds. The palaces of Dahanatan were supposed to come into view soon. He was almost back. 
 
    Just then, a familiar, mechanical sound almost deafened him. A sound he hadn’t heard for many years. 
 
      
 
    [Reconfiguration completed. 
 
    Updates installed. 
 
    Verification of the system’s integrity completed. 
 
    Functionality is at 100%. 
 
    The computing module is ready to perform tasks.] 
 
      
 
    Hadjar knew exactly what task he would give his neural network first. 
 
    “Calculate the best way to destroy the Sword’s mark. Allocate ninety percent of your processing power to this task.” 
 
      
 
    [Calculation has begun. 
 
    Percentage of completion: 0.0001… 0.0002… 0.0003...]        
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 Note from the author  
 
    Hello folks!

About one third of the way is completed. The half of the 3nd big arc passed by. There were lots of heroes and plenty of deaths. I am glad that you follow me and like the way of my writing. 

You not only reading a good story, you also give Hadjar an opportunity to tell his story to the readers all over the world.  
 
    The years will pass and one day maybe your child will read this story and maybe it will change his life.  
 
    Maybe a talented man will read the story and will write his own the better one. Is it a miracle? I don't think so. It's destiny.   The people we meet in our life are not random.  
 
    Thank you guys for being with me and reading my story. I appreciate it.  
 
    If you have an opportunity to leave a review on Amazon - it would be really a great great help. Do please. Even if it would be a one-line comment - it helps very much.  
 
    
  
 
    Follow me to get all the news first.  
 
    My Patreon (EXTRA CHAPTERS)  
 
    Amazon author’s page 
 
    Facebook  
 
    Goodreads page <<< copypaste your Amazon review there! Thanks))  
 
   


  
 

 The 8th book is already opened for the PRE-ORDER 
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    PRE-ORDER NOW! 
 
      
 
    Patreon (First free chapters of the 8th book will be here) 
 
      
 
   


  
 

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