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Chapter 256

It was almost impossible to come across someone in the street while the scorching midday sun was high in the sky. Here at the border with the Sea of Sand, no one dared to venture outside the relief-giving walls of taverns and hotels.
The small town, surrounded by walls made of yellow stone, stood on huge golden and orange dunes that stretched across the horizon. They seemed to loom overhead like the waves of a raging sea and threatened to overwhelm the little settlement and the sparse vegetation surrounding it.
Here, in the vicinity of the town named Three Horseshoes, one could still find the occasional bushes and low trees sprouting from dry, red earth, and sometimes even springs flowing through canyons. But no one went there, as everyone knew that the canyons were where the bandits lived. Fortunately, every border town had a deep well with tasty, and, most importantly, cold, clean water.
At this time of day, with the sun’s rays bearing down so mercilessly that even the camels were hiding in the shadows, people mostly stayed in teahouses.
In one of them, a middle-aged man was sitting on some comfortable pillows. He was wearing a caftan and a turban on his head, holding a pipe. His pointed beard was a little gray, but the cool gaze of his almost black eyes and the curved hilt of a broadsword meant that people didn’t bother him.
“Thank you, darling,” the man nodded, taking another bowl of hot tea from a waitress.
It may have seemed odd, but the Bedouins and residents of the Sea of Sand always drank only hot beverages. That way, they kept cool. They had to spend a huge amount of money on incense, as they wanted to cover the stench of their own sweat. The hotter the drink was, the more they sweated, and the more they sweated, the cooler they felt, which led to more incense to cover the smell.
A month ago, Hadjar had considered this to be made up, but now he was calmly sipping hot tea while observing the far table.
A young man was sitting across from him. He kept glancing at the waitress with the kettle. There was definitely something to admire there: her thin, silk clothes were translucent enough to draw the eye of anyone so inclined.
“Are you listening to me, Shakh?” the man grinned, having noticed that the young man was distracted by the waitress.
“Yes, uncle,” Shakh nodded, adjusting the sash that held his curved daggers. “Of course I’m listening to you.”
“Are you sure? It seems to me like you’re looking at the thighs of that desert emerald instead.”
Hadjar raised his bowl and the girl poured him some tea. Hadjar saw the small spark in her green eyes — all that remained of a once blazing fire. The girl was obviously tired, and her bronze skin had even turned slightly gray due to her weariness. Alas, that didn’t bother the owner of the institution, who continued to ‘exploit’ his only employee, as well as the young man named Shakh.
“No, uncle, I’m listening to you attentively,” Shakh kept insisting.
“Are you sure you want to go to the Empire with me, Shakh?” the man scratched his beard as he looked into his nephew’s eyes, as if trying to find the answer to his question there. “It’s a long journey,” he continued. “We’ll end up traversing the entire Sea of Sand. Our transport is simple: camels and Desert Beasts at the stage of the Awakening of Power, no higher. We’ll be gone for at least three years. This isn’t some month-long jaunt in a caravan of nobles.”
“I don’t have the money to travel with nobles, uncle.”
“But your father does,” the man shrugged his shoulders and called the waitress over with a gesture.
The girl immediately went over to him, bracelets jangling on her bare ankles, and splashed some more fragrant tea into his bowl. After a moment, she moved on to the next table. The tables were wide and round, with short legs, almost resting on the ground. There were no chairs, just cushions, and the ceiling was a round hole covered with dry branches and mats. Hot air would quickly leave the room through such a ceiling, making way for life-giving coolness.
Hadjar hadn’t been able to get used to that for a long time, nor to the fact that during the several months of his journey to the border of the Sea of Sand, it hadn’t rained at all.
“He doesn’t want me going to the Empire,” Shakh sighed, sipping at his bowl as if a fortified wine was splashing around inside it.
“I can understand your father’s reasons. My brother is wise.”
The young man’s eyes flashed menacingly and he flushed.
“Your brother wants me to dig wells all my life, just like him!”
“Because you are the eldest son of the eldest brother,” the man ignored the boy’s outburst. “That is our tradition, Shakh. Besides, where will you find a person richer than a good well digger in the Sea of Sand? Everybody needs water. Even the best practitioners!”
“What if I don’t want to be a well digger or a practitioner? Uncle, I could become a cultivator in the Empire! I could walk among the clouds and birds. I could see the world, meet people with different skin colors...”
“Look behind you,” the man nodded toward Hadjar, who pretended not to notice it. “You see, underneath our sun, the difference in skin color is rendered almost unnoticeable. The man from Lidus is almost like us now.”
Hadjar had really gotten sunburned over the past few months. However, even that tan couldn’t hide his origins from the locals. The quickness with which they’d identified him as being from Lidus was startling and sometimes scary.
“Admit it, Shakh, you just want to run away from your father. From your mother. From your sisters. You think that you will gain freedom in the Empire, but that’s just not true. Even if you survive our journey through the Sea of Sand, Darnassus will destroy you. It’s more or less an endless struggle there.”
“I’m strong, uncle,” there was determination in Shakh’s eyes now. “Even without my father’s support, I reached the Formation Stage by the age of twelve! Now, at seventeen, I am the best practitioner in town, as you well know.”
The man nodded and placed his bowl on the table. “I know, Shakh. No one in town can handle your Technique. The foundation for your Transformation of the Mortal Shell Stage is as strong as the God’s Tooth.”
Hadjar didn’t understand the comparison with this God’s Tooth, but he decided that it had nothing to do with actual teeth. Thanks to South Wind and the neuronet, the young Prince knew a fair number of languages, but that didn’t mean he always had the context needed to use them properly.
Still, just the fact that he could understand and speak the language of the Sea of Sand meant that the functions of the neural network were slowly being restored.
“That’s why, uncle, I’m asking you to take me with you. You know my daggers are as fast as Rukh and my Technique is as strong as a predawn storm.”
“And your speeches are as sweet as molasses,” the man laughed. “As soon as I take you with me, many of the men in the caravan will have to start hiding their wives and, more likely, their daughters from you.”
Shakh blushed, but his gaze remained firm.
“You are the chief of security, uncle, and I’m not asking you to take me with you just because of our relationship. Give me an opportunity to participate in the selection process for the guards. That’s all I ask for.”
Shakh bowed deeply. As deeply as it was possible to bow while still seated at the table.
The chief of security of the largest caravan in the surrounding area thought it over for a while. Then, after waving his hand in annoyance, he put a few square coins on the table.
“If I have to return to my brother with your corpse, I’ll curse your soul.”
Shakh smiled.
The pair stood up, thanked the tired waitress, and left.
Hadjar finished his drink calmly, adjusted the plain sword in a plain sheath at his waist, and set off after them. He, like Shakh, didn’t have enough money to buy a spot in the caravan of nobles. However, he had a sword he’d use to not only get to the Empire, but also to make money off it.
Hadjar had left Lidus with almost no money. Now he only had some simple sandals, pants made from a thick, brown fabric, a white shirt, a leather vest, bracers with inscriptions on them, a blue silk scarf around his neck, and an orange bit of fabric wrapped around his head, just above the eyebrows. Without it, he would’ve had to keep shaking a lot of sand out of his hair every morning, which had initially made his skin itch so badly that Hadjar had scratched it bloody in the first weeks.
He didn’t care about such minor things, however, because his journey had continued.
Or just started.
That was the right way to look at it.
“Milady,” Hadjar smiled at the waitress.
She didn’t understand him as she didn’t know Lidish. But even one word, spoken in his mother tongue, was enough to cheer Hadjar up. He’d never thought he could be so sentimental before.




Chapter 257

Moving his scarf from his neck up to his head, Hadjar followed the caravan chief of security and his nephew. He had given almost all of his money to find out which border town had the best caravan. His journey had turned out to be not only exciting and a way to heal his soul, but also very expensive.
For example, the sword which Hadjar had at the moment had cost him a very sizeable sum of money at the very beginning of his journey. For the same amount of money, it would’ve been possible to buy a good farm and several farmers in Lidus.
Hot sand got into his sandals, leaving small burns on his skin. Over the past months, Hadjar had gotten accustomed to this feeling, and the wounds healed very quickly. The Technique of Strengthening the Body he’d acquired long ago was rather helpful.
There were legends that claimed the Masters of such Techniques who reached the level of a Heaven Soldier could easily take a direct hit from an arrow fired at a distance of twenty steps and end up without a single scratch on their body.
Hiding among the rare passersby, carpets, and silks of the bazaar, Hadjar followed the duo. At the same time, he looked at the dark-skinned, short, but broad-shouldered people.
The locals were very different from the Baliumians or Lidishes. They looked kind of like the nomads, only with different facial features and smaller eyes. They loved to talk, drink, and have sex. Morals were very loose here. Perhaps that was why Serra had so quickly gotten together with Nero...
Almost stumbling at the memory of them, Hadjar patted the wallet that held his dead friends’ bracelets. Smiling sadly, he shoved their visages out of his memory, and the sharp pain slowly left his heart. Despite his occasional sadness, the journey really had cured his soul, leaving only ugly scars behind...
“Only three coins for such a handsome man,” somebody whispered hotly in his ear.
Hadjar turned around and saw a very attractive girl who had a tenacious and cold look about her. She showed off her very seductive thighs and ample breasts.
“I’m afraid I can only offer you a tattered sandal,” Hadjar snorted.
The woman immediately lost interest in him and started searching for another lucky customer. There was nothing surprising in seeing whores selling themselves in the middle of the afternoon in the Sea of Sand. Hadjar still couldn’t get used to the fact that even this woman had emanated the aura of a practitioner, though. Of course, she’d been weak, her cultivation no higher than the fifth step of the Bodily Nodes, but even then...
There were also a lot of serious practitioners who were at the Formation Stage and above. At first, Hadjar hadn’t been able to believe that he hadn’t wandered into a military garrison. Demons and Gods! Even in the best army of Lidus — the Moon Army — there hadn’t been as many strong practitioners as there were simply walking down the streets of Three Horseshoes. It was a terrifying prospect, trying to imagine how many of them there were in the cities of the Sea of Sand, not to mention the Empire itself.
Over the years he’d spent in Lidus, even the ones he’d spent fighting a war, Hadjar had gotten used to feeling confident in his swordsmanship. Now, however... Of course, he wasn’t the weakest among the locals. Many warriors, after meeting his eyes, would try to disappear from his sight quickly. However, more often than not, they would prepare to fight. They weren’t afraid of Hadjar, and were ready to cross swords with him at any moment in order to determine who was the strongest.
Frankly, Hadjar was pleased with this. The goal that he had set for himself at the bottom of the palace lake could only be reached by possessing unthinkable, beyond legendary power. After all, none of the heroes in South Wind’s tales had ever found any gods...
Therefore, Hadjar was going to become stronger than any man, creature, demon, or monster that had ever lived in this vast world.
Walking past a tavern, Hadjar came up to a fence that separated a small parade ground from the main part of the town. A few dozen warriors had gathered there.
Among them were Shakh and his uncle, who now looked much more formidable than he’d recently seemed to be in the teahouse. His beard looked like a spearhead, and his gaze held an unnerving intensity.
Looking at the chief of security, Hadjar wondered if he could survive a fight against him. He guessed that this warrior at the Heaven Soldier level had survived enough battles by now to face any challenges without fear.
That’s right, the ‘simple’ chief of security of a local caravan was at the Heaven Soldier level. And he wasn’t even close to being the first true cultivator whom Hadjar had met on his way to the Empire.
Compared to the Empire, there weren’t so many of them, but compared to Lidus… In his two months on the road, Shakh’s uncle was the eleventh cultivator Hadjar had come across. After twenty-five years of living in Lidus, Hadjar had met only three of them: the Balium Patriarch, the Governor of the Empire, and Primus.
Hadjar approached four muscular warriors with almost triangular faces and thick, black beards.
“May the sea stay hot for you, stranger,” one of the guards greeted him.
“And the oases never deceive you,” Hadjar answered.
How to greet the inhabitants of every nation had been the first thing that South Wind had taught him.
“Move along, stranger. We’re testing people to see who is worthy of guarding Shah Akharab’s caravan.”
“That’s precisely why I’m here.”
The guards looked at each other. Hadjar towered over them by almost a head and a half, but they still managed to look down on him.
“Are you sure, stranger?” The guard’s voice was as dry as the ground underneath his feet. “No one will take your dead body back to Lidus to bury it next to your ancestors.”
Hadjar was once again surprised at how quickly his nationality had been identified.
“As far as I know, honorable overseer, any man or woman who has reached the Formation Stage can participate in the selection process, regardless of what country they were born in or how old they are.”
The guard smiled awkwardly, revealing an uneven row of yellow teeth. They weren’t yellow because he was sick or didn’t take care of himself, but because the local food was saturated with special spices that colored one’s teeth. However, without these spices, food ended up being tasteless.
“Go away, stranger,” a second guard said. He looked at Hadjar far less amiably than his partner had. “The smell of your incense makes my eyes water. If I stand next to you any longer, your stench will cling to me and my wife won’t make love to me tonight.”
A dragon stirred in Hadjar’s blue eyes, but only one of the four guards noticed it. The one who’d tried to be polite, although he also didn’t like white-skinned northerners.
“Your wife? Forgive me, honorable overseer, but I left her exhausted before coming here. She won’t be able to make love to you either way.”
After the years he’d spent embroiled in endless wars, Hadjar found he now had a short fuse. Five years ago, he would’ve never allowed himself to hurl such an insult, but who could blame him for having changed? No one. Except for maybe Azrea, who was sleeping in the depths of Hadjar’s turban.
“Remember the names of your ancestors, stranger!”
The guard reached for his broadsword, but didn’t even manage to touch the heavy handle. He screamed in pain as an invisible blade slashed his wrist. Blood dripped down onto the sand, and his pants soon followed, adding to the humiliation.
The rest of the guards looked at Hadjar as if seeing a monster standing in front of them. They felt that the northerner was at the Transformation Stage, but the skill that he’d just demonstrated... Spirits of the desert! Even Shakar, the chief of security for the caravan, probably wasn’t capable of such a feat.
“Come in, Northerner,” the first guard said respectfully. “And you, Zulu, be more careful and polite next time.”
Not paying attention to the whining of the wounded guard who’d also been deprived of his pants, Hadjar went through the fence. He’d arrived just in time. Shakar was starting his speech.




Chapter 258

 “All of you gathered here today…” Shakar stood on a small dais. His gray eyes looked at the crowd of applicants for the position of caravan guards dispassionately. “…All of you are either very stupid or very brave. Maybe both.”
How many times had he stood like this and gazed at his future colleagues’ faces? How many of them had he buried in the sands? And yet, his hope that he would pick people who would come back this time never faded.
147 guards accompanied the caravan numbering nearly a thousand people and twice as many livestock. Their number had never changed due to the local beliefs. The way to the Empire was long and complicated.
“You are stupid because you don’t want to wait and save up enough money to travel with the nobles. Even if it takes you five years to do so, you’ll still get to the Empire faster than with us.”
Many of applicants were driven by a desire to not only get to the Empire but also get there without being poor. With the nobles, they would have to spend money, but they could even earn some by being a guard. The caravan moved through many of the cities and towns in the Sea of Sand. The trade there had never faded away, and if you weren’t a fool, had a mind for business, and enough courage, you could earn a small fortune in one trip. If, of course, you survived.
“You are brave because you’ll face a lot of dangers: brigands, sandy spirits and monsters, desert thunderstorms, otherworldly creatures, anomalies, and,” in a habitual gesture, Shakar threw back his caftan, revealing a terrible scar on his right hip. To be honest, there was little left of it, “if you aren’t lucky, then you’ll face the last Lord of the Heavens in the Sea of Sand.”
The applicants started whispering. Ever since childhood, they’d heard the legends of a dragon living in the mountains, hidden away somewhere in the most secret corners of the Sea of Sand. This dragon was so ancient that it remembered a time when an actual sea had covered the land, not one of sand.
Few people believed that Shakar’s scar had really been left by the dragon. The chief of security dearly wanted to forget that night when two amber eyes had left only him alive out of the entire, huge caravan.
Shakar, while looking around at the applicants, spotted the northerner. The one that had sat in the teahouse near them. He stood next to Shakh. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but his figure was more suited to an acrobat than a warrior. However, what intrigued and even... scared Shakar were the northerner’s blue eyes.
In their depths, where others had a window into their soul, the northerner had a sleeping dragon. Shakar blinked and the image disappeared. He once again saw a perfectly ordinary stranger before him. The ones from Lidus rarely survived the first month of the trek through the Sea of Sand. The local weather was too cruel to their snow-kissed skin. Snow... Shakar had never believed that anything besides simple water could fall from the sky (he had seen rain three times in his life), but frozen water... It was surely a lie.
“Nevertheless, for each week of the journey, you’ll receive one copper Imperial coin,” Shakar continued.
A wave of whispers started up again. One hundred and fifty weeks of travel amounted to almost six silver Imperial coins. You could buy yourself a spot in some prestigious school of martial arts with that. Or a good sword, or maybe some new boots. It was a very respectable amount of money.
“I won’t discourage you, as all of you have brains and have begun drinking wine, not breast milk. So I’ll just say that, this year, I’ll be taking only two of you with me. That means...” Shakar counted the number of faces looking at him. There were more willing people than usual this year. Perhaps it was due to the fact that the next Great Tournament would be held in the Empire in this decade. “...37 of you will go home with nothing.”
Hadjar absently patted the leather wallet hanging on his belt. This gesture had already become habitual for him. He wanted to stop doing that, but he often didn’t even notice when his palm touched the wallet that held the two bracelets.
“To simplify the selection process, I’ll let only four of you compete. In order to get to the next stage, all you have to do is use your best attack against me.”
Shakar took his heavy caftan off his shoulders and jumped down into the sand of the parade ground. His powerful arms were now bare for all to see. Covered with numerous scars, they caused almost the same unease as a broadsword being unsheathed by the Heaven Soldier — they certainly looked like weapons. Shakar threw off his sandals, burying his toes into the warm sand with a sigh of enjoyment.
He’d never been a frontier resident and his soul had always urged him toward the south, to the sand and dunes. Only in that endless kingdom of death, fire, and heat did he feel free to live the way he wanted and die as the gods would wish.
Hadjar arched his right eyebrow slightly. He’d expected almost anything, but not this... almost barbaric approach. And these people claimed that the northerners were dirty barbarians...
Maybe no one in Lidus used incense and they often ate with just their hands, but they certainly didn’t ask regular people to fight against a cultivator. He remembered his exam when he’d joined the army. Everything had seemed logical and adequate there, while the local customs...Oh well. When in Rome, do as the Romans do.
Crossing his arms, Hadjar waited for his turn.
A big-bellied warrior stepped forward with a huge hammer in his hands. He exhaled steam from his nostrils like an enraged bull. Leading with his hammer, he pushed off the ground. As he jumped, cracks appeared on the parade ground, and the soaring warrior no longer seemed so clumsy.
Like a cannonball, the man fell from the sky and slammed the heavy hammer into Shakar’s head. Waves caused by the strike rippled through the air, followed by a loud bang. Many of the applicants covered their faces with their hands, shielding their eyes from the earth and sand.
Once the assembled warriors were able to see normally again, their faces became distorted by grimaces of surprise, admiration, horror, and despair. Shakar was holding the huge hammer, capable of splitting a fortress wall in half, in the palm of his outstretched hand as easily as a teacup.
The caravan’s chief of security lazily slapped his free palm against the warrior’s chest. Waves rippled outward from this blow as well, except they were much more powerful than the ones made by the hammer had been. The sound was more like distant thunder, and the warrior flew back a dozen yards, leaving a bloody trail behind him as blood fountained from his mouth.
Sliding across the ground, he crashed into the wall and froze for a few seconds. He couldn’t get up right away as the entire right side of his chest had turned black. Leaning on his hammer and groaning, he bowed to Shakar and immediately fell back onto his knees. He didn’t have enough strength to stand.
“Who’s next?” Shakar asked.
Hadjar now understood why the chief of security had chosen this method to check the applicants’ abilities: one demonstration had been enough for most of the warriors to take a step back, demonstrating that they no longer had any desire to participate. The others hesitantly shifted from one foot to the other. Looking around, Hadjar shrugged and took a step forward.
“Northerner,” Shakar nodded. This person had intrigued him from the very beginning. This man probably thought that the caravan’s chief of security hadn’t noticed that he’d been following him for about a month. “I hope you managed to find the time to pray to your gods and ancestors.”
“Honorable Shakar,” Hadjar bowed. “I beg you to draw your sword.”
“Northerner,” Shakar repeated. “You don’t have an ounce of tact, but possess an ocean of self-confidence. Don’t delay my compatriots. Strike, and, if you survive my counterattack, you can go back to your snows and mountains.”
Shakar was startled once again, when, for just a moment, he saw the gleam of a dragon stirring in the foreigner’s blue eyes.
“Northerner,” Hadjar said thoughtfully. “I like that nickname more than the Mad General.”
Hadjar’s sword left its scabbard with such speed that some of the spectators thought that the northerner had unleashed steel lightning and not a mere blade. The attack that launched from the edge of the blade took the form of a dragon’s fang, tearing through the air and leaving a ghostly plume behind it. Anyone well-versed enough in the mysteries of the Sword Spirit sensed a bit of it in this strike.
Stunned, Shakar barely managed to draw his broadsword and block the northerner’s attack. It turned out to be so strong that the chief was dragged about three yards across the sand, and when the strike dissipated, a drop of blood fell on the sand, falling from a small scratch on Shakar’s forehead.
Straightening up and lowering his broadsword, the chief of security stared at the warrior for a while. He’s at the Transformation of the Mortal Shell Stage, no higher. He hasn’t even reached the Awakening of the Soul Stage yet. Still… I’m sure that wasn’t even his best Technique.
“You’ve earned your spot in the next trial, Northerner.”




Chapter 259

Hadjar stood among the other aspirants with his arms crossed and calmly observed what was happening on the parade ground, completely ignoring the other warriors’ curious and even frightened glances.
After him, a girl wielding daggers stepped up. She was thin and graceful, her hips swaying slightly as she walked. Her daggers looked like the sharp fangs of a predator ready to pounce on its prey. Like most of the women in the Sea of Sand, she wore light clothes. Brown leather pants accentuated the curve of her hips. Her long, black hair flowed over her shoulders. Her face was covered with a cloth that had a red dragon hieroglyph on it. However, most of the men weren’t looking at the girl’s face, but at her flat stomach, curvy hips, and the ample bosom protruding from her leather breastplate. Hadjar would’ve called it a bra, not armor. However, over the past months, he’d never seen anyone around here wearing anything even resembling metal armor. It was understandable because wearing such things would mean certain death in the incredibly hot weather.
“Ilmena,” Shakh whispered dreamily.
“Honorable Shakar,” the girl bowed, “please don’t sheathe your blade.”
This time, the chief of security didn’t scoff or roll his eyes. On the contrary, he treated this young girl very seriously, despite her only being a little older than his own nephew.
Ilmena bent her knees slightly, which made the hearts of the surrounding men beat faster. Like the others, Hadjar couldn’t resist the urge to admire her form as too much time had passed since he’d had a lover.
Immediately, sparks flared up across the length of the practitioner’s daggers, turning into red lightning. They slid off the blades, shrouding Ilmena in a shining cover of red webs. Hadjar almost couldn’t believe what happened next.
He’d always considered his speed and agility to be his greatest assets. But what this desert warrior showed was beyond the northerner’s understanding.
The girl simply disappeared from one place and appeared in another — right behind Shakar. Two metallic clanks signaled that the man had managed to repel her attacks. But the spectators had seen... nothing, only a red flash.
Hadjar managed to discern what looked to be the wings of an eagle in the lightning that swirled around the warrior.
“An incredible Technique,” admiration could be heard in Shakar’s voice. “I still don’t understand how Shakh managed to defeat you in the town’s tournament.”
“Ask your nephew,” Ilmena’s tone made it clear that she felt great contempt for the young man.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar noticed how much this statement hurt the young man. Well, he didn’t care about their love affairs. He only wanted to get a spot in the caravan as a guard, so he could kill two birds with one stone: get to the Empire, which, more assuredly, was his first priority, and also to get a chance to visit Underworld City.
“You’ve earned a spot as well, Ilmena.”
After Ilmena left, the people became bored —nobody was that interesting. In an attempt to get Shakar’s approval, the challengers performed their best attacks. Some of them left under their own power while others were carried away.
One of them, a most unlucky man, failed to duck in time and his neck ended up being cut open. Shakar called the guards over, gave them a bag of money, and asked them to take the body to the deceased man’s relatives.
None of those present showed any emotion upon witnessing the incident. The locals’ outlook was pragmatic. They didn’t take life too seriously. Probably because the death brought by the sands of the desert was something natural, almost expected.
Finally, a bald guy with six red dots on his forehead came forward. Hadjar, like many others, was very surprised to see an islander so far from his native sea. The warrior had narrow eyes, a whistling accent, and yellowish skin that had almost turned the color of rust under the sun.
The islander held a wooden staff topped with heavy metal caps. Bowing deeply to the chief of security, he abruptly flipped the weapon in his hands, turning the staff into a huge wheel. Then he shouted something and swung his staff.
Out of the sand, some of the shadows rose and came to life. They merged into the form of an angry ape. With a wild roar, it leapt through the air and attacked Shakar, trying to tear him limb from limb. Hadjar hoped that the desert cultivator would be forced to use his Technique this time, but it was not to be. Shakar just casually waved his broadsword and the ape disappeared with a slight hiss.
“You pass, Islander.”
The bald warrior bowed silently, sheathed the staff behind his back, and returned to the line. He and Ilmena were at the New Soul’s Transformation Stage. However, Hadjar could’ve sworn on the graves of his ancestors that neither of them were any older than twenty winters. The world had really turned out to be much larger than what it had seemed to be from the top of the Palace tower of Lidus.
Once again, a long procession of very boring fighters followed. They had different weapons: swords, daggers (the favorite weapon of the desert dwellers), sickles, whips, strange maces, short bows, spiked gauntlets, even exotic double and triple-bladed daggers.
Hadjar had never seen such an abundance of various weapons before. He didn’t even know the proper names of most of them. Despite the fact that all of these warriors failed to gain the chief of security’s approval, Hadjar was still glad to observe their styles and Techniques, which were new to him.
The way these people fought was radically different from anything Hadjar had ever seen before. Perhaps Serra’s powers had been similar, but she’d been a witch, not a warrior.
“Honorable Shakar,” Shakh came forward.
The uncle nodded silently to his nephew and, to Hadjar’s surprise, assumed a low combat stance. The chief hadn’t done anything like that before. It looked like he was getting ready for a deadly battle. This fact aroused genuine interest in almost all of the remaining spectators. Shakh was the last to fight, but those who’d been lucky enough to get out of the fight with the Heaven Soldier unharmed weren’t hurrying to leave the parade ground. They wanted to observe the battles between a true cultivator and other practitioners. This could broaden their horizons, deepen their understanding of the cultivation path, and help further their progress.
Like his uncle, Shakh took off his sandals and dug his toes into the sand. At that moment, he didn’t look like a beardless youth at all. On the contrary, he was like a young tiger, ready to savage its prey. Detached from the whole world, he only briefly focused on the battle and his target’s throat.
The daggers in his hands didn’t look like elegant toys. They were two claws, thirsty for blood. However, Shakh swung them not toward his uncle, but... down into the sand. A second later, Hadjar’s understanding of the world was shaken yet again. From the tips of Shakh’s blades, thin, ghostly strands of white energy stretched out toward the sand.
They stirred up sand around themselves until two barely noticeable, wild desert dogs formed from the whirlwinds. They howled and growled menacingly, lowering their sandy mugs to the ground. The daggers disappeared from Shakh’s hands and now glowed in each of the dogs’ mouths.
The young man waved his hands forward and gave only one order:
“Get him!”
The dogs charged... down into the sand. Everything became quiet. They seemed to have disappeared, and only the oppressive feeling that someone was holding a sharp blade to everyone’s throats made it clear that the Technique wasn’t merely trickery.
The dogs, whose tongues had been replaced by the daggers, surged up, right out of the sand, attacking Shakar from different directions. The chief cut the first beast in half, which did nothing to stop it. The broadsword seemed to pass through it harmlessly and then the body of the creature merged back together.
The second creature, moving as swiftly as a raindrop in a downpour, slashed Shakar’s leg and dived back into the sand.
Hadjar stared at what was happening and couldn’t believe his eyes. He still couldn’t believe it when a scarlet symbol flashed on Shakar’s left palm and a scarlet flame came to life around the Heaven Soldier for a brief moment. A mournful whine sounded, and then the daggers reappeared in Shakh’s hands.
The young man was breathing heavily and wiping off blood that was seeping out of the corners of his mouth.
“The Spirits of the Desert Technique,” Shakar nodded respectfully. “Now I understand how you defeated Ilmena. You’ve advanced to the next stage, Shakh. The competition will begin in five minutes.”





































Chapter 260

During the five minute break, the three guards (they’d already carried the dead body away) cleared the parade ground and drew a hexagonal star. The desert dwellers used this symbol instead of the battle circle that was used in the north.
They believed that each of the six sides reflected a sacred combat Technique of the God of War, Derger. According to the desert peoples, anyone that could comprehend even one of these Techniques would immediately ascend to the level of an Immortal. The person who found and mastered all six Techniques would become a god and join Derger’s legions to fight alongside the God of War against...
South Wind’s story had abruptly ended here. The Scholar hadn’t known the rest. Actually, none of the people to whom Hadjar had spoken during his trip knew the last part of this legend. They were only interested in the fact that, somewhere in this world, there were six Techniques that could make them immortal if they studied them. The desert dwellers believed in the gods with the same zeal that the people of Lidus had.
“Northerner,” someone nearby said.
Hadjar turned around and saw Ilmena. She was as hot as a piece of coal pulled out of a fire. Her daggers, still flashing slightly, swayed near her thighs, drawing the eye. It took Hadjar a couple of seconds to soothe his heart and the heat sparking to life just below his belt. The girl noticed his reaction, and she smiled victoriously.
Women. Some things were universal, it seemed.
“Milady,” Hadjar responded in Lidish.
The girl grimaced slightly and the smile disappeared from her face.
“Your language sounds like a dog growling. How do you speak it? By the spirits of the desert and the Great Stars, I’m afraid to even imagine your songs.”
“They’re no worse than yours,” Hadjar shrugged.
Ilmena snorted.
“More than your bards, I feel sorry for your women. Compliments in such a rude language must sound like real torture.”
Hadjar didn’t look, but he still felt Shakh glaring at him with the help of the instincts he’d developed during the war. Hadjar wasn’t a narcissistic asshole, but, apparently, he sometimes wanted to be playful, just like Azrea.
Insolently holding Ilmena by the waist, he pulled her closer to him, covering the belt that held her daggers with his other hand.
“I don’t know why you want to take revenge on that boy,” he whispered in her ear, an act that looked very intimate and erotic from the outside, “but you better leave me out of it.”
Confirming his hunch, her velvety, warm palm stroked his cheek. Ilmena clung to him as tightly as if their bodies would soon merge together.
“Don’t pretend you don’t like it, Northerner.”
Ilmena’s palm crawled farther upward until it dug into Hadjar’s turban. He smiled bloodthirstily. A second later, the girl screamed and recoiled. A scarlet trickle ran down her fingers, and a happy, victorious growl came from beneath the turban. Azrea hated it when people touched her. She tolerated it only at the request of her two-legged.
“Ilmena!” Shakh shouted.
He wasn’t as quick as the girl, but he was fast enough to make Hadjar interested in having a real fight with him. He was swift enough that most of the spectators didn’t even notice when he began moving.
His daggers flashed. The shorter one rested against Hadjar’s groin, while the longer one was against his throat.
“Remember your ancestors’ names, Northerner,” Shakh growled, his eyes turning black with anger. “Ilmena, are you alright?”
Hadjar stood calmly. Without moving a muscle, he watched the scene unfold. For some reason, it made him feel a slight longing and a bit of nostalgia. It was foolish to deny that he was trying to find his brother’s features in Shakh. The brighter the sun shone, the clearer Hadjar understood that he looked for these features not only in this particular young man, but in everyone. Sometimes, it even seemed like his brother was calling out to him. In the whisper of the wind, he sometimes heard: “Bloodthirsty hobo lunatic...” followed by kind laughter.
Alas, these were only the mirages of the past, same as Nehen’s whisper — the witch whom Hadjar hadn’t been able to love. She, in turn, hadn’t been able to remain human and had chosen the life of a beast.
“I don’t need your protection, boy,” Ilmena spat, clearly demonstrating the fiery temper of the desert women. “Damn it.”
She pulled a handkerchief from her belt and wrapped it around the bite. Hadjar knew it wouldn’t help. The blood wouldn’t stop flowing for an hour, no matter what body Techniques the warrior owned and what drugs she used. Azrea’s bites never healed within the first hour — it was most peculiar.
“Dirty barbarian!” Shakh moved his dagger, trying to cut Hadjar’s manhood.
Hadjar couldn’t bear such humiliation. He took a single step back. An imperceptible and smooth movement. Like a feather floating across the water’s surface, he slipped aside. In Lidus, such a Technique would’ve been enough to get away from the majority of practitioners. Shakh was faster than all of them had been.
His dagger shimmered in the air like a steel haze, and Hadjar felt the touch of the cold blade. A flash of acute pain burned his long-suffering right side, where his opponents had struck him hundreds of times. However, at that moment, Hadjar didn’t particularly care about that. The simple leather wallet, whose ribbons had been cut by Shakh’s blade, slipped off his belt.
Hadjar’s hands grabbed his sword faster than his mind could inform the body that it was making a mistake. Shakh, who’d been looking at the scratched northerner with a victorious smirk until then, suddenly felt his heart skip a beat.
It seemed to him like, for a second, the world narrowed down to just the two of them. Everything around them disappeared, leaving behind only the two clear blue eyes and the dragon rising up angrily in them.
The northerner emanated inhuman, bestial rage. It was as if Shakh had unknowingly killed the cub of a Sand Tiger and then come face to face with its inconsolable mother. In such situations, there was only one outcome — someone had to die.
Hadjar’s sword struck Shakh’s head faster than the young man could comprehend what was happening. The attack was so powerful that two white stripes appeared in the air, and long cracks and cuts appeared along the parade ground. A booming metallic chime sounded, and then the earth trembled.
Shakar, who’d noticed the situation heating up, was there just in time. He blocked the Northerner’s strike with his broadsword. However, the power of the strike boggled his mind.
Shakar had fought thousands of battles against other practitioners and cultivators. Not one of them had made his hands tremble. Not out of fear, however. The simple truth was that they were shaking because he’d barely withstood the immense power of the attack.
The Heaven Soldier stood ankle-deep in a small ravine, at the edges of which stone spikes seemed to jut out of the ground. He had literally been driven into the ground by the enemy. If he’d been a simple practitioner and not a cultivator, he would’ve been cut in half as easily as a dry log.
The mad gleam disappeared from Hadjar’s eyes as quickly as it had appeared. His breathing calmed and the dragon once again fell asleep in his eyes. Sheathing his sword, Hadjar bent down and picked up the wallet.
“I beg your pardon, honorable Shakar,” Hadjar bowed after securing the wallet.
“It’s okay, Northerner,” the stunned Shakar managed to pull himself together and calmly sheathed his broadsword. “Our sun always has a strange effect on your people.”
“Forgive me, boy,” Hadjar said to Shakh.
With that, he turned around and walked over to the other side of the parade ground. The islander, pretending to be asleep, had carefully watched the spectacle unfold. Hadjar noticed. If he could choose his opponent, he would definitely prefer to avoid facing off against that bald man.
“Boy,” Ilmena smiled and, deliberately flipping her hair in a way that ensured it lightly brushed Shakh’s face, followed after Hadjar.
“What does he-”
Shakar put his hand on his nephew’s shoulder.
“By the Great Stars, nephew, if you fight against him, one of you will die.”
“He is two stages lower than me!”
“Perhaps,” Shakar nodded. “Perhaps he is. But I’ve heard stories about a swordsman who appeared in Lidus. A man who, before ascending to the level of a true adept, had almost reached the ‘Wielder of the Sword’ level of swordsmanship.”
“That’s bullshit!” Shakh said.
“Maybe,” Shakar remarked thoughtfully. “But what if it’s not?”
The bards from Lidus had sung about a Mad General, whose sword was as dangerous as a young, angry dragon. By the Gods’ mercy, Shakar hoped that this was just a coincidence...




Chapter 261

After making sure that the parade ground was ready for the upcoming battle and that the spectators wouldn’t interfere, Shakar went to the center. He picked up a pre-prepared leather bag from the ground and dropped two pairs of dice with two identical hieroglyphs on each pair into it.
“Approach me one by one,” the chief of security explained. “You will fight in a fair duel until one of you surrenders, based on which dice you draw. The pair with a falcon hieroglyph will go first, the pair with a snake hieroglyph will go next.”
Hadjar, who wasn’t feeling particularly patient lately, immediately took a step forward. As the others watched him intently, he came up to the bag and, looking into Shakar’s eyes, placed his hand inside. After a moment, Hadjar showed everyone the snake die he’d drawn.
“How about a dance, Northerner?” Ilmena smiled warmly.
The way she walked over to Shakar, her wide hips swaying and her ankle bracelets glistening... Gods and demons, at times like this, Hadjar realized why Nero had used to caution him against prolonged periods of abstinence so often.
Hadjar didn’t see which die Ilmena pulled out. He covered his eyes and plunged into meditation in order to calm his heart and animal instincts. In a battle, no matter how difficult it may be to maintain, he needed a cool head and a steady hand.
Judging by the sighs of the disappointed crowd, Ilmena had pulled out a falcon die.
“You got lucky, Northerner,” her words only confirmed Hadjar’s assumption.
Next came the islander. How did Hadjar know this with his eyes closed? Despite his refined and powerful Technique, Shakh was good with his daggers, but not that good. Hadjar would’ve definitely heard him moving across the sand or at least felt it. The islander moved as smoothly as foam across a wave.
Without using his eyes, Hadjar couldn’t locate the strange warrior with the staff. This was unnerving, because no one, not even the Governor of the Empire, had been able to conceal his presence from Hadjar’s instincts so well. Therefore, he was very pleased to hear the disappointed sigh of the crowd and feel the light tension emanating from Ilmena.
“The pairs have been decided!” Shakar announced, throwing the snake die to Shakh.
While the young man was happy to have gotten so ‘lucky’ and seemed eager, the chief of security looked at his nephew and the northerner a little nervously. He stood some distance away, his eyes closed and breathing evenly. He was clearly meditating to center himself before the fight.
“First pairing, you may enter the arena and begin.”
Observing an old tradition, Shakar bared his sword and stuck it in the center of the six-pointed star.
Hadjar opened his eyes. He wasn’t going to miss a single moment of the upcoming battle. Not a single movement made by Ilmena and the islander should escape his gaze. Maybe his life would depend on it in the future. Like never before, he felt how shallow and incomplete the knowledge Balium and Lidus had about the path of cultivation was.
Hadjar felt like a baby bird thrown out of the nest, one that had previously believed that the world was confined to the branches of its tree, but could now see that, besides those branches, there were hundreds of other trees and thousands of branches all around it.
The bald islander walked to the center of the arena first. He looked calm and only the bulging veins on his arms showed that he was taking his opponent seriously.
Ilmena continued to sway her hips and pretend that she was indifferent to what was happening. Despite her considerable power and amazing Technique, she clearly lacked experience with real battle. Unlike the islander.
“Begin, and may the Great Stars favor you.”
Shakar gave the go-ahead and stepped aside.
For a while, the two fighters stood motionless. They looked at each other, trying to get a read on one another, and at the same time, a battle was raging in their minds. Hundreds of times, they clashed with their opponent’s ‘shadow’, trying to find the slightest gap in their foe’s defense. Hadjar had been fond of doing this sort of thing at the start of a battle as a youth, until he’d realized that no matter how hard you tried, you couldn’t foresee accidents in a battle.
The islander moved first. As if parodying Shakh, he thrust his staff into a shadow on the sand. Immediately, it roiled like boiling water and another ape’s maw appeared. Despite its sharp fangs, this Technique, once it attacked, resembled a series of rapid strikes from a staff more than the thrusts of a spear.
Ilmena, smiling wryly, whispered something and lightings flashed all around her. Hadjar managed to perceive only the outlines of an eagle’s wings before the girl was behind the bald warrior. Her daggers flashed like scarlet steam, similar to the faint memory of a recent fire.
With a hiss, they plunged into the islander’s back... and immediately got stuck in a liquid shadow. Ilmena was sucked into a sort of vertical oil puddle while the islander suddenly jumped out of the ape’s mouth. This trick impressed Hadjar even more than Ilmena’s Technique had.
Gods and demons! What was happening here? Hadjar didn’t understand how this was even possible. Compared to what he’d just seen, his ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique looked like a child’s trick!
“Boulder Storm!” the islander shouted.
He attacked with his staff, aiming the blow directly at Ilmena’s head, who was still stuck in the trap. The spectators felt like, instead of a staff, giant rocks that had been thrown by a giant and sharpened by a hundred-year battle  against the elements had been launched at the beautiful warrior.
Hadjar saw the islander unleash about a dozen swift attacks in a single moment. They were as fast and sharp as if the man had been using a siege spear. If such an attack struck an unprotected body, it would leave little behind.
“I give up!” Ilmena cried out in panic.
At the same time, the islander, snarling like an angry beast, redirected the attack toward the ground with considerable effort. It struck two yards away from the warrior, turning the sand of the parade ground into what a field normally looked like after a long artillery bombardment. It was easy to imagine what would’ve happened to the girl if she’d dared to continue the fight.
Landing on his feet, the bald man placed his staff across his back and bowed low, putting his palm to his chest. His shadow trap disappeared, freeing Ilmena, who fell to her knees.
Breathing heavily, from fright rather than fatigue, the girl rose to her feet and bowed low as well. When she walked back, no one teased her or laughed at her. Everyone understood that, had they been in her shoes, they most likely wouldn’t have been able to do much either.
Hadjar realized that anything could’ve happened in a battle against the bald warrior, and that Hadjar would likely not have been the winner.
“I hope you remembered all the names during your meditation, Northerner,” Shakh smiled, twirling his daggers like a circus acrobat.
The guards cleared the ground for the next battle. Shakar was talking to the islander about something. The bald warrior understood the local language poorly, so they spent some time looking for a language that was convenient for both of them. Fortunately, any self-respecting practitioner could speak at least three languages. With the help of his neural network, Hadjar could speak 26 languages and read 40. Unfortunately, in his current situation, his knowledge was limited to five.
“I don’t know how you screwed things up so badly with that lady,” Hadjar deliberately said ‘lady’ in Lidish. The word sounded similar to the local term for ‘a girl that I would gladly sleep with’. Hearing the ‘familiar’ word, Shakh got confused and frowned. “But I would advise you to forget about her, boy. Ilmena seems to like older men.”
With that, Hadjar, smiling arrogantly, stepped into the designated arena. It might’ve seemed like he’d started acting like the worst and most spoiled nobles of his country during his trip. But that wasn’t it.
As always, he had a plan: He wanted to draw Shakh out and force him to demonstrate his Technique in full. As far as Hadjar could tell, what the boy did with his daggers wasn’t a Weapon Technique because Hadjar hadn’t felt the Dagger Spirit in them. He’d felt no Spirit at all!
The boy had used magic!
Hadjar was going to find out how Shakh was using it with a weapon.




Chapter 262

Hadjar stood in the center of the arena, close to Shakar’s sword. The locals regarded such a gesture as self-confident and full of bluster. Naturally, this upset the young boy.
While he was puffing, unwinding his turban, and pulling off his caftan, demonstrating his readiness to engage in a bloody battle, Hadjar mentally slapped himself. He was just six or eight years older than Shakh, but despite that, Hadjar thought his foe was a kid more than anything else.
“I want to see a fair fight,” Shakar said sternly, addressing both the foreigner and his nephew.
The Heaven Soldier was worried, but not for Hadjar. The former General felt a pang of loneliness at the realization. Immediately, the tiger cub’s claws sank quite noticeably into the top of Hadjar’s head.
“Got it,” Hadjar smiled.
Following Shakh’s example, he took off his sandals, unwound his turban and, to everyone’s surprise, moved the white tiger cub off his head. When she found herself standing on the sand, she hissed in displeasure and immediately hid in the red and blue folds of the turban.
Compared to Shakh’s trained body, where all the muscles could be seen so clearly that even a sculpture made by an experienced craftsman would’ve envied him, Hadjar looked a little more... realistic. He had definition to his muscles, but not nearly as much as Shakh did. Besides, it was very difficult to show off a body that was so covered in scars it was impossible to find an inch of skin unmarred by them.
“My Master says that the more scars a warrior has, the weaker they are,” Shakh scoffed. “A real warrior allows only their beloved to touch their skin!”
“Well, I guess nobody has touched your skin except your mother, in that case,” Hadjar retorted casually.
Shakh’s face became so bright red that it was obvious that Hadjar’s words had scored a point. The boy’s confidence was finished off by Ilmena’s undisguised laughter, as she had recovered from her battle and was now spectating.
“Begin, and may the Great Stars favor you,” Shakar repeated the ceremonial phrase.
As soon as the chief finished speaking the phrase, Shakh grabbed his two daggers. Again, that same white energy flowed through them. It touched the sand and the conjured dogs jumped out of two whirlwinds. Then, same as before, the young warrior’s daggers evaporated, turning into the dogs’ glittering steel tongues.
Hadjar watched Shakh’s energy carefully, but didn’t spot a single hint of a secret Technique in how it moved. The young man continued to move his hands like an experienced puppeteer at a show. He thrust his right palm forward and gave a single order: “Kill him!”
The dogs howled and dived into the sand. It was quite amazing to watch them from a safe distance, but facing the dangerous Technique directly was... Well, apparently, Hadjar had earned his Mad General nickname for a reason.
His lips curved into an anticipatory, almost crazy and inhuman smile. The spectators felt like the chief’s nephew wasn’t fighting a human, but a beast. A monster wearing a human’s skin, one that hungered for battle.
Hadjar brought forth his nameless, but still good blade. He scanned the sand around him, feeling the hungry dogs circling him somewhere in its depths. No matter how much Hadjar tried, he couldn’t determine where exactly they would come out of the ground from.
Using only his instincts, he slashed to the right. The attack launched a crescent of energy, leaving a deep furrow on the wall that was thirty paces away. The dog that had been split in half howled, but immediately recovered, the two halves of it merging back together, and dived back into the sand.
Hadjar snarled like that same dog had when his right thigh was struck with a sharp flash of pain. From the sand next to his foot, one of the dogs had emerged and dug in with its sandy fangs, then slashed him with the dagger that had replaced its tongue. Before Hadjar had time to counterattack, it disappeared into the sand again.
All this time, Shakh had been moving his hands as if he were controlling the dogs’ movements. If that had been the case, Hadjar would’ve sensed the flow of energy coming from his fingers.
Deciding to check his hunch, Hadjar assumed the first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique.
“Strong Wind,” Hadjar whispered softly.
He didn’t need to say the name of the Technique out loud, but it helped him concentrate. Hadjar swung his sword, sending out a wave of cutting wind that contained whirling, ghostly blades and the shadowy outline of a dragon.
Such a powerful attack made most of the spectators reach for their weapons instinctively, but Shakh didn’t even blink. He waved his hands and the two dogs, emerging from the sand in front of him, formed a sand wall that stopped Hadjar’s attack.
“What the-”
Hadjar didn’t have time to finish speaking, as he now had to fend off the creatures that were attacking him. He swung his sword with a speed that none of those present could’ve duplicated, except, perhaps, Shakar. However, that wasn’t enough to deal with the sand dogs. More and more cuts appeared on Hadjar’s body. Blood flowed down his skin in rivulets. His wounds stung from his salty sweat.
Hadjar wouldn’t have been surprised if Shakh had dodged his attack, if he’d interfered with the Technique itself, if he’d cut it in half, but for the first time ever, he had witnessed someone simply block the ‘Strong Wind’.
Noticing a slight misstep in the sandy dogs’ rhythm, Hadjar assumed another stance. Breathing in deeply, he used almost half his energy.
“Spring Wind!” he cried.
The attack, which contained the mysteries of the Sword Spirit and had been amplified by the ‘Spring Wind’ stance, took the form of an angry dragon sitting atop a bright, huge blade. Despite its size, the blade was so fast as it whistled through the air that it took everyone by surprise.
Shakh tried to create another wall in front of him, but didn’t manage to complete the Technique in time. As a result, the blade didn’t find its goal but still struck him, even after being mostly deflected by his half-finished wall. Luckily for him, it only grazed Shakh’s shoulder.
Leaving a long trail of blood behind it, the conjured blade flew for at least forty steps, then cut down the roof of a house standing nearby. Fortunately, the building was abandoned and nobody lived there. The might of the attack impressed not only the spectators, but also Shakar.
The chief of security quickly realized that this was an incredible feat for a simple practitioner. Managing to do something like this before reaching the level of a true cultivator was... Great Stars, had the living legend of Lidus fallen into his lap?
Shakh, grimacing in pain, immediately pulled a strip of cloth from his belt and wrapped his shoulder. With adrenaline surging through his veins, he didn’t notice the extent of the damage his opponent’s Technique had caused. He returned to the battle eagerly. His dogs turned into a miniature sandstorm, and their bladed tongues flickered with such speed that it seemed as if there were not two, but twenty of them.
Hadjar deflected the attacks as fast as he could. He created a sphere of steel around him. Repeatedly, he fought off unexpected attacks that came from the oddest angles and directions. He had to rely on his instincts alone because it was impossible to see or predict where the next blow would come from.
Hadjar could no longer follow Shakh’s onslaught. Initially, he had wanted to test this Technique, but now he was trying to stay alive. The peril ignited the warrior’s fighting spirit. He knew perfectly well that he didn’t understand anything about this style. It didn’t look like a straightforward practitioner’s Technique, but more like what Serra and Nehen had used.
Finally, after one of the dogs had done far more than just cut his skin, and actually plunged its blade very deeply into his left shoulder, Hadjar decided that it was time to end this. Apparently, it wouldn’t be as easy to discover the secret of Shakh’s Technique and fighting style as he’d hoped.
Somewhere deep inside, Hadjar grabbed for, felt, saw — he couldn’t find the right words to describe the feeling. Anyway, it felt like he’d mentally picked up the sword. Not his actual, metal blade, but his inner one. The shadow of the shadow of the Sword Spirit hidden in the World River.
Hadjar guided this ‘sword’ into his simple metal one and then swung once. This simple attack, not even a Technique, looked like a thin strip of wind flying toward Shakh. Except there was so much power in it that it dispelled the sandstorm and pulled it along as easily as a single grain of sand. The spectators’ hearts missed a beat.
Ilmena grabbed her daggers and the islander set his staff in front of him.
Shakh didn’t sense a sword strike flying toward him, but an enraged dragon hidden in the wind. He immediately erected the densest and heaviest sand wall that he was capable of producing in front of him, but even before the collision, it was clear that this wouldn’t be enough to stop the attack.
Suddenly, a small sun came to life in the arena.
Shakar, holding his broadsword, which was shrouded in a golden glow, in front of him, met the northerner’s strike. The deceptively thin strip of wind struck the rock made of golden sunshine. What could a simple practitioner do to Shakar’s best defensive Technique? Perhaps nothing.
But the very second that the golden rock that was covering the chief of security and his nephew formed, Shakar felt something so sharp in that strip of wind that he feared it would be able to cut through not only the ‘Golden Rock’ Technique, but an entire mountain.
At the last second, Shakar moved his broadsword, and instead of blocking the strike, he parried it with the same golden glow. The attack, which had lost a good portion of its power and speed, flew at least fifty paces before it melted in the air.
“Uncle,” Shakh began, but didn’t finish, stumbling on his words after seeing Shakar’s condemning glance.
“The Northerner has won,” the adamant verdict came.
No one protested, in spite of the fact that Hadjar was covered in cuts and blood. Every spectator had seen a glimpse of their own death in that last strike.




Chapter 263

Shakar sheathed his sword and turned to Hadjar and the islander. His eyes weren’t happy. Despite the fact that he’d managed to get two very strong practitioners for the caravan this time, he still felt like he had failed his nephew. He couldn’t even stand to look at Shakh right now. It seemed like the boy’s whole life had collapsed today. Ilmena looked no better. Apparently, the desire to escape from their native town and go on a dangerous journey was one they shared.
“I’ll be waiting for you at the southern town gates tomorrow at dawn,” Shakar said dryly. “Don’t be late.”
After picking up his caftan from the sand and putting his turban on his head, the cultivator and his nephew went over to the nearest tavern. Well, it was called a ‘tavern’ in Lidus, here it was called something so absurdly complex that Hadjar couldn’t even pronounce it.
Ilmena also left the parade ground after giving a half-sad, half-interested look to Hadjar. Sighing, Hadjar scratched Azrea’s neck, got dressed, and went in the direction opposite of where Shakh and Shakar had gone. He wasn’t avoiding them, but he figured that he’d upset the boy enough for one day. And it had all been in vain. He hadn’t been able to understand the essence of his Technique, so he’d made the caravan’s chief of security hate him for nothing and bled in vain.
“Damn it,” Hadjar sighed.
The spectators also gradually dispersed. Some of them had helped the guards carry the dead man’s body to his family. They’d done so rather routinely and practically without any emotion. The local mentality was very different. Hadjar had almost gotten used to it. It was easier for him here than at home, as his sense of guilt couldn’t catch up to Hadjar, always getting lost somewhere among the rocks and dunes of the endless desert.
Night was slowly descending on the town. Hadjar shivered slightly when the cold northern wind hit him. It was a peculiarity of deserts — in daytime, a person could die from the heat, but after sunset, they could die from the cold. Or from the claws of the myriad of beasts that lived in the vast expanse of the Sea of Sand.
With the advent of the chill, the streets of the border town livened up: lights were lit, trade began in the bazaar, the noise of revelry in teahouses and taverns could be heard. Musicians played, bronze-skinned beauties whirled in intricate dances, and heavy golden bracelets gleamed on their ankles. All of these sounds combined into a general symphony very melodiously.
Walking over to the door of a tavern (a thick mat hanging from long-rusted nails), Hadjar turned around abruptly. Besides the children running around with glittering lights and the smiling girls, he saw no one else in the street. However, the instincts he’d developed during his years of war told the former General an undeniable truth — he wasn’t as alone as he seemed to be.
There weren’t many people inside. This tavern was on the outskirts and had a bad reputation. The locals weren’t glad to host foreigners. They preferred to see them move on and hopefully die in the desert. If someone stayed for longer than a day, they immediately got the stink eye. In the ‘Sandy Surf’ tavern, there were almost no locals to be found.
The furnishings were more familiar to Hadjar here, more northern — ordinary chairs and tables. Not made from oak, of course, but still sturdy. Instead of tea and various wines, they served hooch and mead. Where they got it from was probably a mystery to even the God of drunkenness and celebration.
Sitting down at a table that was out of the way and nodding to several mercenaries (Hadjar had learned about the caravan from them), he ordered some fried fish and two pints of hooch. Hadjar didn’t have the money to order anything else. Fortunately, at his level, a practitioner didn’t need food very often.
A girl brought the order. It was probably difficult for her to live among the locals because she was a half-breed. Her father ran the place and her mother was a Baliumian artist. Her red hair, blue eyes, and bronze skin were an explosive combination.
“Your order. Put here. Good appetite,” the girl spoke in broken Baliumian.
Hadjar smiled at her and nodded, pretending that the waitress’ speech was clear and correct. Once his food was on the table, he gently lowered Azrea near it. The moment the tiger cub smelled the food, she woke up and pounced on it.
Despite her displeased hissing, Hadjar managed to grab half the fish and a pint of hooch. Azrea drank the second pint almost instantly. The little tigress liked alcohol as much as milk. She would’ve gulped the forty-degree mead down in one swallow if she physically could.
“I’ve never seen such a tiger,” a light, whistling voice said.
Hadjar wasn’t surprised to find the bald islander sitting in front of him, eating the same exact fish. He was more surprised by the realization that the islander had been sitting there for at least five minutes. However, neither Hadjar, nor Azrea, whose senses sometimes surpassed even the analytical abilities of the neural network, had noticed him.
As if to confirm Hadjar’s suspicions, the tiger cub turned toward their guest. Her fur bristling, she flicked her claws out and hissed very threateningly.
“I think you should introduce yourself,” Hadjar said in the islander’s native language, stroking and soothing his furry companion.
The islander tilted his head to the side. He seemed genuinely surprised.
“The inhabitants of the mainland usually have the accent of the central islands. They almost never sound like people from the southern ones. You, Hadjar Traves, have the accent of someone from the southern islands.”
“You know my name, but I don’t know yours,” Hadjar replied, making it clear that he wasn’t going to continue this conversation without that knowledge.
For a while, they sat in silence. The locals were having fun outside, trying to ignore the tavern where foreigners seemed to be the only patrons. Most of them were mercenaries who guarded the caravans. It’s not like all of the locals wanted to risk their lives on a six-year journey, but they still hated interlopers, as they saw them.
It took three years to travel in one direction, and then three more to return.
“My name is Einen,” the islander finally introduced himself.
His people didn’t have surnames, and it was considered humiliating for them to introduce themselves as ‘someone’s son’. They were very freedom-loving and individualistic people. To them, families were something practical and nothing else. Well, when your country consisted of a thousand islands separated by vast bodies of water, this attitude seemed very rational.
“What are you doing here, Einen?”
The islander drank some hooch.
“I’m drinking and speaking to a northerner. I want to know where he got his southern islands accent.”
Hadjar smiled.
“Are you purposefully messing with me?”
The islander nodded and continued to drink calmly. Hadjar had never been good at these silent games. Talking to people, thanks to the ten years of his life he’d spent as a helpless freak, was often very difficult for him. He quickly gave up.
“Some time ago, I knew one of your countrywomen. A witch from the southern islands. Her name was Nehen.”
For the first time, Hadjar was able to clearly see the color of the islander’s eyes. It would probably have been better if he hadn’t. It was very unusual to see almost purple irises. However, Einen quickly pulled himself together and returned to his customary, mysterious look, his eyes no longer wide in shock.
“That explains a lot.”
“What, for example?”
The islander rose from his seat.
“The fact that you tried to understand something that you can’t understand. In the barbarian kingdoms, people forgot about the true path of cultivation long ago.”
With that, he left Hadjar sitting there, at a loss. Einen exited the tavern, letting in the cool evening breeze.
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After he finished his dinner, Hadjar smoked silently for a while and looked out the window. The purpose of Einen’s visit was a mystery to him. His next visitor was quite frank in her intentions.
Ilmena came to the tavern drunk. She swayed when she walked, her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes glittered as brightly as Azrea’s. However, even in such a state, she was still charming enough to make men stare.
Staggering, she went over to Hadjar’s table and sat down across from him. She smelled of something sweet and alcoholic.
“Northerner,” the warrior said slowly, “come with me.”
She grabbed Hadjar by the wrist and tried to lift him, but too much poison was in her blood. She had little strength and reason left at the moment. Once she was done with her several ridiculous attempts to lift a man who was three times heavier than she was, she gave up and sat back down.
“Well, okay,” Ilmena shrugged. “If that’s how you want it, we can do it right here.”
Still holding Hadjar’s wrist, she put his hand on her breast. Hadjar’s blood immediately boiled with passion. His libido reminded him that there was more to the world than just the sword and fighting. A gorgeous woman was interested in him. Warm. Pliant. Soft.
Hadjar pulled back his hand. Not instantly, but he did.
The mercenaries around them practically emanated envy and lust. Fortunately, they weren’t drunk enough to lose their heads and try to grab their blades.
“Northerner-”
Hadjar silenced her with a single glance. Ilmena nodded, cleared her throat, and drank the remnants of someone’s hooch.
“Ugh, gross! Is this what you drink up there in the north?” the girl grimaced, waving her hands around. “So, barbarian, are we going or not? Or is only one of your two swords any good? Is your second sword too small?”
Such a statement would’ve probably hurt some boy and provoked him, but not Hadjar. His rational mind could always quell his fiery temper. Otherwise, thanks to the dragon heart in his chest, he would’ve found himself fighting at the drop of a hat.
“Have you come here to hurt the boy or to forget about your fight?”
It wasn’t difficult to guess that the ‘boy’ Hadjar was referring to was the chief’s nephew.
Ilmena tried to give Hadjar a haughty look but snorted drunkenly and nearly fell off her stool.
“Maybe I’ve come for you,” she said. “You are reliable and strong, Northerner. Many local women, despite your skin color, would be happy to share their bed with you.”
“But not you,” Hadjar smiled slightly.
Ilmena squinted and then swore. Clumsily, awkwardly, all the while blushing heavily as she did so. Maybe she’d been with more than one man, but at the same time, she was still very innocent. This realization killed the last remnants of Hadjar’s desire faster than a bucket of cold water poured directly onto his crotch.
“But you’ll come with me anyway,” she didn’t ask, but stated.
“I’ll go,” Hadjar nodded.
She grabbed his wrist again. This time, Hadjar didn’t resist. As he was dragged away, he scooped up Azrea and put her in his turban. Ilmena led him outside. She clung to him like a contented cat and led him somewhere in the direction of the residential buildings.
People were still running around everywhere. Many of them looked askance at the couple. They passed the bazaar and then turned toward a dark street.
Hadjar grabbed Ilmena and pulled her to him.
“You are hot, Northerner,” she whispered in his ear. Her palm slid over Hadjar’s caftan. He smiled and whispered: “Let’s just be friends.”
Stunned, Ilmena didn’t have time to understand what he meant before Hadjar gently, but quickly and accurately, struck her temple with his thumb. The girl’s eyes rolled back and she went limp in his hands.
“Why do unconscious people weigh so much?” Hadjar grumbled, carrying Ilmena in his arms.
Easily pushing off the ground, Hadjar jumped onto the roof of the nearest house. He ran past the central part of the town until he came near the wall. Compared to the walls of Lidish cities, these walls of sand crowned with sharpened logs didn’t inspire much respect in him.
Six guards patrolled here at night. Each of them was at least at the last Stage of the Formation level. In the north, they would’ve immediately been given the rank of Senior Officer, but here they were simple guards — not the most honorable and well-paid position for a warrior. Hadjar could’ve easily cut down all six of them, but there was no need to kill the guards.
Taking off again, he quickly and imperceptibly moved toward the wall. Standing on the tip of one of the logs, Hadjar peered into the desert that lay before him. He would soon be going on a journey that might end before it even began. Or perhaps it would change his life forever. But that wasn’t his main concern right now.
Adjusting his grip on Ilmena’s body, making sure she doesn’t slip out of his grasp, Hadjar, like a shadow, slid down the wall and found himself outside the town.
Just half an hour’s walk from the town, under a small bush, was one of Hadjar’s caches — a chest that had been buried in the sand.
Setting Ilmena down beside him, Hadjar dug out his meager possessions. There were only a few things inside the chest: the white fur coat (which was unlikely to come in handy in the near future), a sleeping bag, the Moon Army General’s medallion, scrolls, and several covers. Hadjar had actually been looking for them.
Spreading the covers out on the sand, Hadjar laid Ilmena down on them and covered her with a thick blanket. After making sure she was comfortably situated, he lit some tobacco in his pipe and raised his eyes to the stars.
The desert sky, compared to the one in Lidus, was the same as a jewelry store compared to a street vendor’s jewelry tray. At times, Hadjar even thought that it was lighter here at night than during the day. Light poured from the sky like water through slits in black velvet.
“Maybe you should stop hiding, Einen,” Hadjar said into the night.
After a couple of seconds, the islander came out of the shadow cast by the fire. A simple ragbag hung on his shoulder, and he held the same staff he always did in his hands. Instead of sandals, he wore leather boots of some kind.
“You couldn’t feel my presence, Northerner.”
“Yeah,” Hadjar confirmed freely. “I just knew you’d be nearby.”
The islander sat down next to him and pulled out a long, thin pipe from the folds of his clothes.
“We’re going to be travelling together for a long time, Northerner,” Einen said. “It’s better to share one’s fate with a friend for three years than with a foe.”
“A friend it is, then,” Hadjar replied with a nod.
They stayed silent for the rest of the night.
The next morning, Ilmena woke up with a headache and without any recollection of what had happened last night. It turned out to be nearly impossible to convince the girl that neither she nor her honor had suffered in any way.
Apparently, Einen’s honest eyes convinced her, because after half an hour, Ilmena sheathed her daggers and no longer wanted to kill anyone with them.
An hour later, the three of them approached the designated meeting spot where Shakar, his camel, and Shakh stood. From the boy’s glance, Hadjar understood that the young man’s head was full of horrible thoughts. Jealousy was a terrible thing.
“It’s good that you are also here, honorable Ilmena,” the chief of security nodded politely. Such politeness from a cultivator and a practitioner were unusual only in the Empire and Lidus. Around here, not having any manners meant losing the respect of others.
“Unfortunately, we lost two of our guards last night, so if you still want to go with us, you are more than welcome to do so.”
Naturally, Ilmena agreed. Hadjar noticed bandages on Shakh’s arms. He hoped that this was nothing more than a coincidence, otherwise the journey through the sands could become even more interesting than he’d first expected it to be.
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Einen and Hadjar looked very concerned about the news. Well, inasmuch as the bald islander’s poker face could express any emotions.
“This is against my rules, but considering the situation,” Shakar continued, “I’ll delay the caravan for half an hour so that you, Ilmena, can have enough time to get your things.”
The girl shook her head and then immediately grimaced. Her neck ached after yesterday’s binge. Not to mention her head: alcohol, heads, and the morning after heavy drinking had never been allies.
“I have everything I need for the trip,” the girl said.
Despite the fact that everyone was skeptical, seeing as she was wearing only light leather pants and a female breastplate, they didn’t argue. Among practitioners, and indeed, among strangers as well, that wasn’t acceptable. They weren’t friends or relatives, so trying to take care of each other would’ve been odd.
Only Shakh tried to say something, but was stopped by a powerful wave of Shakar’s hand. Hadjar once again felt a pang of nostalgia. In the past, he would’ve cut off any burgeoning dispute among the Senior Officers of the Moon Army with that same gesture. Now, not even a year later, the memory seemed almost surreal.
“Then we’re starting right away. The caravan leaves in the evening, so you’ll have the whole day to get acquainted with our route, senior cameleers, and everything else you need to know.”
Shakar clicked his tongue and his camel moved forward. Shakh followed him. Only after those two were ten yards away did the trio begin to move.
Not that they preferred to stick together, but everyone had a strong desire to stay away from the Heaven Soldier and his nephew. Hadjar didn’t know what reasons Einen and Ilmena had, but he was going to rest a bit and enjoy the sunrise.
The sun was slowly rising above the flat surface of the scorched sands. Illuminating the rocks jutting out of the sand in a golden glow, it cut through the azure expanse, desperately battling against the fading darkness. In the west, the stars were still shining and the moon was running from its pursuer.
The heat caressed the caravaneers’ faces, and they hastily put on silk scarves so that their lips wouldn’t dry out and to avoid getting a sore throat. Lifting his scarf up to the bridge of his nose, Hadjar looked at the clouds, which were like wings that had been spread wide around the fireball. Like two blades, they circled around it but didn’t dare come closer.
Hadjar touched the hilt of his sword. In moments like these, he regretted that he didn’t have a week available to engage in some deep meditation. Maybe then he could grab the bird of inspiration by the tail and advance a little further along the Way of the Sword Spirit.
He often found himself seeing the Sword’s shadow even in the simplest of items: the spoon he held when eating unappetizing soup; in the women who he sometimes caressed, all too rarely; in the way he spoke and even thought; in the way his feet moved across the sand; in the sand itself; in a gust of wind, telling him stories about distant lands and amazing places. The elusive Sword’s shadow, comparable to a mirage, was hidden within all of this. This feeling, like an old, unreachable itch, had settled somewhere in the back of his head and now haunted Hadjar.
“Northerner,” Einen, walking beside him, whispered in the language of the islands. Ilmena turned around, frowned slightly, and quickened her pace, but she was obviously planning to eavesdrop on them. “I don’t like this situation, Northerner. The disappearance of two guards on the night before the caravan departs is a bad omen.”
Hadjar looked at Ilmena. Why was she listening when she didn’t know the language?
“Do you suspect Shakh did it?”
“That boy?” Einen seemed surprised. “He’s as hot as a geyser of lava, but as soft as the snow in early spring. He injured his hands when he hit a wall.”
Hadjar thought this over. Indeed, the wounds that he’d noticed on Shakh’s hands couldn’t be the result of a battle. Well, unless the fight was against a stationary, rough surface.
“Young hearts are like a tide during the storm,” Hadjar could swear by his ancestors that the islander even smiled as he said this, “but their minds are like amber when it comes to most things. Motionless and dead.”
“If what you’re saying is true, then who would be interested in causing problems for a simple caravan?”
Einen turned slightly toward him, looked into his eyes, and shook his head.
“I don’t know, Northerner. That’s why I propose that we stick together.”
“And why do you think that I trust you?”
Einen laughed. His laughter was unpleasant, like a dolphin’s squeak or a hungry gull’s squawking. Hadjar frowned, and Ilmena, cursing all the while, quickened her pace and almost caught up with the chief of security.
“No one mentioned trust, barbarian.”
Hadjar suddenly got it.
“You suspected me,” he said. “That’s why you watched me all night. You saw that I’d knocked Ilmena out, so you were wary of me.”
Einen nodded. His knuckles paled as he tightened his grip on his fighting staff, as if preparing for battle.
“I thought you were going to kill her.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. The Big Turtle as my witness, I just don’t want to get stabbed in the back.”
Hadjar grimaced and spat on the ground, which drew the condemning glances of all the locals. Around here, moisture, even saliva, was treated like gold was in Lidus.
“I thought you wanted to be my friend.”
“I still do,” Einen nodded. “Don’t get me wrong, barbarian. If you were involved in this accident, I’ll watch you and I’ll be able to better understand the situation. If not, and I suspected you for no reason, I’ll have a strong warrior at my side. Either way, it’s convenient. It’s the same for you.”
Hadjar looked at the calm islander. His bald head, which he hadn’t wrapped in a turban, glistened slightly. His people’s beliefs didn’t allow him to do so. Nehen had never worn a headdress and hadn’t braided her hair, either. It had always rested on her shoulders and back like a dark waterfall.
“We are both strangers here,” Hadjar sighed, sipping a little from his waterskin, just to wet his lips.
“Indeed we are,” Einen nodded.
Then they continued walking in silence.
The caravan stopped a short distance from the town. The sun hadn’t even risen to its zenith when Shakar finally brought them over to see the rest of the people traveling with them.
The sight baffled Hadjar. He’d expected to see something similar to a camp of wandering circus performers, only on a larger scale. In reality, stretched out across the sand, rocks, and small, thorny vegetation, there was a small tent town. There were even some shoddy wooden constructions present. The people fussed over everything and the cries of the cameleers and animals rang out. Several hundred tents and a lot more than a thousand people could be seen.
All of them were doing something: packing things in bales, securing provisions with ropes, loading the animals up. Most of the men were dressed in simple caftans, white or gray. Women wore red and blue ones, which protected them from the blazing sun a bit better.
People wearing light leather armor and silk cloaks draped over their shoulders were walking through the camp. They were guards. Hadjar was surprised to see that they didn’t just wander around, shooting suspicious glances at everyone and everything, but instead hurried to help everyone who asked them.
“It’s impossible to survive in the desert without mutual assistance,” Ilmena whispered after catching up with Hadjar. “You barbarians don’t understand that.”
Hadjar didn’t reply. He was still shocked. How was this small settlement, something he would’ve never called a mere ‘caravan’, supposed to cross the desert in just three years?
By all the gods and demons! It was impossible.
Apparently, only Hadjar didn’t believe they could make it and, perhaps, Einen. Shakar and his nephew shouted at them: “Hurry up! We’re leaving for the Sea of Sand as soon as the sun sets!”
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Walking through the busy crowd, Hadjar heard several different languages. He couldn’t understand some of them and didn’t even recognize a few. These kinds of caravans were the only way to get to the Empire available to regular people. Of course, most of the caravan members were desert dwellers, but a third of them were foreigners.
That meant that not all the guards who saluted Shakar in the desert people’s manner (placing two fingers on their lips and then on their forehead), had bronze skin. Hadjar thought he spotted several of his countrymen, but they immediately disappeared in the crowd.
“Now I’ll introduce you to the owner of the caravan,” Shakar said. “But before I do, listen and remember well the rules by which you’ll be living in the coming years... Or until the sands carry your souls away.”
He’d used the word ‘souls’ deliberately. The locals believed that a person had three souls: the Past Soul, determining a person’s circumstances at birth, the Present Soul, shaping a person’s fate depending on their deeds, and the Future Soul, which was both the most mysterious and most valuable, as it determined a person’s fate after their death and whether the ancestors would accept them into their house.
“Every day, the guards get up an hour before everyone else. Each of you patrols your section of the caravan, checking to make sure everyone is alive, healthy, and has enough water and food for a day’s travel. You’ll be assigned to the fourteenth central section.”
The guards weren’t the only ones who greeted Shakar. Many of the people paused what they were doing to talk to the chief of security. They showed him genuine respect.
The Heaven Soldier was a prominent figure, both because of his power and the fact that the caravans under his command tended to get to their destination intact and unharmed. Caravans often disappeared in the desert and no one in the Empire ever saw them again.
“You’ll get food and water every day. Your daily portion is a liter of water and dinner. Everything else is up to you to buy with your own money. In the event we fight someone or... something, everything you earn with your blade is yours.”
“What happens if someone challenges us?” Ilmena asked.
“No one challenges anyone here,” Shakar responded. “We don’t need to add problems to the pile, it’s large enough as it is.”
Hadjar didn’t hear most of what was being said. He couldn’t take his eyes off of three huge, fat, reptilian creatures that were lumbering toward the center of the caravan. They were no less than fifteen feet tall. They had wide, long necks, square heads, flat jaws, and green eyes. Their skin hung down in flaps. Water could be heard sloshing around in their huge bellies.
Alongside the lizards... ran hens. Well, something similar to them, at any rate. They were birds as big as a horse, with predatory beaks and rows of sharp, yellow fangs. Desert dwellers wearing white caftans and colorful scarves rode on their backs. They emanated the auras of practitioners at the Transformation of the Mortal Shell Stage.
“Shakar!” one of the riders shouted. He wore a green scarf and had a short spear and a heavy, round shield attached to his saddle. He rode up to the cultivator, saluted, and then glanced at the strangers.
“Newbies?” he asked.
“That’s right, Kharad,” Shakar nodded.
“Two desert dwellers, one northerner, and one islander. Your choices always surprise me, Shakar. You know that northerners can’t survive the Sea of Sand. Not even for a year.”
Shakar’s eyes flashed with cunning and playfulness.
“Do you want to bet on it?”
Kharad winked, put two fingers to his forehead, and bowed slightly.
“We’ll discuss it tonight, Shakar.”
With that, the rider made a strange sound and they moved toward the settlement. Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar noticed Einen gripping his staff tightly. Even the shadow around his legs seemed to foam slightly, like waves before hitting a rocky shore.
Realizing that he was being observed, the islander calmed down.
“I don’t like lizards,” he said and followed the chief of security.
Hadjar didn’t point out that the Big Turtle — the patroness of the islands — was also a reptile. He preferred not to discuss other people’s oddities and beliefs and appreciated when that same lack of nosiness was reciprocated.
Some children ran past them, followed by a group of teenagers. Among them were several young girls who were so beautiful that many Lidish men would’ve given their right hand to present them with a wedding bracelet, but they were underage. Hadjar noted this thanks to their lack of ankle bracelets. The local girls started wearing them when they turned sixteen, not a day younger.
“Your main duty is to ensure the safety of your section. You’ll work with six other guards. The man I just talked to is the head of the caravan’s vanguard. They are our scouts, to use military parlance.”
Shakar squinted at Hadjar, but he pretended not to notice.
“We will come across many dangers along the way.” Shakar took a beautiful, white desert flower out of his pocket and stuck it in the hair of a girl running past. She laughed and rushed off somewhere, busy with something extremely important and urgent that only children could see as such. “By the Great Stars, you’d better remember that, or you won’t last long.”
Hadjar heard Azrea’s displeased meow and, taking out a piece of jerky from a special pocket on his belt, stuffed it into his turban. Everyone around looked at him like he was an idiot, but said nothing.
“We’ll come across several nomadic Bedouin tribes along the way. When we do, nothing will depend on you: if our trade is successful, everything will be okay. If not, we’ll fight then. Then there’s the bandits. We often arrange for a competition among the guards — the goal is to kill the most chekhars possible.”
‘Chekhar’ was an untranslatable swearword in the local language. It meant something close to: ‘The son of a cheap, diseased woman who was raped by an old, bald jackal who has nothing left.’ Hadjar had been amazed to learn the sheer depth of the word.
“Don’t forget to pray to your ancestors every evening so that we don’t end up coming across any sand ghosts or monsters.”
There was only silence for a moment. Everyone knew what he was talking about. The greatest danger of the desert wasn’t its heat and lack of resources, but its inhabitants, the various monsters and spirits that were a threat to all.
“Your commander will tell you the rest. Now I’ll introduce you to the owner of the caravan.”
They entered a small, cozy white tent that resembled what an officer might sleep in — Hadjar felt nostalgic once again. Inside the tent, it wasn’t very spacious: a few pillows, a hookah, and a table with a map were all there was. A gray-haired, thin old man was standing above it and moving figures made of white bone around.
“Honorable Rahaim,” Shakar saluted. The others simply bowed.
“Shakar,” the old man smiled, “I see that you’ve brought some fresh blood with you. That’s good. You’ve selected fine people. I like them.”
He got back to his work.
Shakar saluted again and led them out of the tent.
Only Hadjar and Einen didn’t understand. The situation was normal to everyone else.
By nightfall, Hadjar heard a hundred more instructions. Then a camel was brought to him. Hadjar hated riding a horse, let alone something else. So when he climbed onto a humped, furry, stinking creature, he started cursing up a storm.
That night, they saw the passage to the Sea of Sand — a small gorge backlit by the scarlet sunset, strewn with the ruins of an ancient civilization’s buildings.
The caravan slowly moved eastward, toward a sandstorm whirling in the distance. Hadjar paused for a second, turning around. He knew that he wouldn’t be coming back any time soon.
For a brief moment, a field covered with scarlet flowers appeared before his inner gaze. The wind whispered a soft “Good luck.”
Hadjar adjusted the scarf on his face, checked the sword in his scabbard, and spurred the camel on. The caravan set off into the desert.
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“Hey, Hadjar! Hadjar!”
Hadjar turned to a little girl wearing a silk dress and smiled broadly.
“What do you want, my little princess?” he asked.
“Will you marry me when I grow up?”
The little girl was running around Hadjar, stumbling sometimes. Hadjar caught her and put her back on her feet. She was about seven. Her hair had never been cut and now a tight, thick, black braid almost dragged along the sand behind her as she ran.
“Alas, my little princess, I am only allowed to be your knight,” Hadjar spread his hands in a show of helplessness.
His camel walked by his side. Their relationship had turned sour at the very beginning of the journey. The animal had thrown its rider off twice in the first night. Hadjar had beaten it with a leather strap three times in retaliation. Shakh had seen him doing that and said that if Hadjar laid hands on his camel one more time, he would take its place. At the time, both Shakh and Hadjar had understood that the implementation of the younger man’s threat would lead to a battle that neither of them was sure to win. At the same time, Hadjar had understood that Shakh was more knowledgeable about these things, more than himself, anyway, and there was no point in arguing with him.
Since then, Hadjar had walked, and his camel had followed after him. Hadjar only used the animal to carry his meager possessions. The two-legged and four-legged traveler had thus reached an accord and neither of them was trying to make the other’s life miserable anymore.
The fact that Hadjar was walking and not riding had led to him getting more closely acquainted with the passengers in his section of the caravan. There were almost eighty people under his (and nine other guards’) protection. Not to mention five stagecoaches, forty camels, and fifteen desert horses. Hadjar liked the latter even less than camels. A horse with six legs that grazed peacefully and chewed on sand was simply too unnerving in his opinion.
The girl running around Hadjar was the daughter of a man whom Hadjar and Einen treated with the utmost care. He looked… weird. Well, he was dressed quite ordinarily: a caftan, sandals, ankle bracelets, a turban, and little jewelry. He rode in an ordinary stagecoach pulled by ordinary camels. Nothing unusual.
However, Hadjar had seen many nobles in his time and Zurkh looked exactly like an aristocrat of the ninth or nineteenth generation, although he tried to hide it.
On top of that, he didn’t allow anyone into his stagecoach and always took one extra meal. It was easy to guess that there was someone hidden inside it.
“And what if you defeat a desert dragon?” the little girl, Zurkh’s daughter, wasn’t giving up. “Maybe you’ll get a title!”
“In that case, I’ll marry you, of course.”
The girl stumbled again but Hadjar caught her. The caravan stretched out endlessly along the crest of a dune. The huge slopes went down a long way on either side of it. If a person slipped off the ridge, they would tumble down head over heels. Even if the fall didn’t break their neck or drown them in the sand, they would get many small cuts and wounds. Then sand would pour into them, causing an incredible itch. Under the blazing sun, an infection would take root. Then the Gods would determine the rest. Or how much money said person had. It was rather expensive to get treated by the caravan doctors.
“Hurray! Hadjar will marry me!” The girl shouted gleefully and rushed over to her friends who were waiting for her — the other passengers’ small children.
Watching the girl run off, Hadjar met Zurkh’s gaze for a moment. He was tall, handsome, with an unblemished face and a sharp, black-gray beard. Noticing that the guard was looking at him, Zurkh changed: he dropped his broad shoulders, the light went out of his eyes, and even his skin seemed to turn gray.
“Faker,” Hadjar hissed and turned away.
The sun had passed its zenith. The caravan had been moving for almost an hour in the afternoon crossing. According to the rumors that flew faster than the wind here, if the caravan didn’t reach an oasis in the next three weeks, the price of water would triple or get even higher. The people would start to die.
“Northerner.”
As always, Einen quietly appeared out of the shadows under Hadjar’s feet. His Technique made Hadjar want to hit the islander with his blade. However, he restrained himself, understanding that that particular fight wouldn’t necessarily go his way, either.
“Can you stop doing that?” Hadjar asked for the umpteenth time.
“As soon as you stop listening to the wind, I’ll stop walking among the shadows,” the islander smiled slightly as he responded.
After a month spent travelling with the man, Hadjar had learned to distinguish Einen’s emotions — when the corners of his lips trembled slightly, he was smiling.
“Have you learned anything?” Hadjar got down to business.
They walked side by side, pretending to guard a caravan stagecoach full of water. Shakar had said that four people had to safeguard the water in each section. Only the central section was exempt from this rule. It had turned out that Einen and Hadjar were up to the task on their own. Plus, Ilmena was always ready to help them, capable of moving from one end of the caravan to the other with incredible speed.
A couple of weeks ago, Hadjar had seen the girl cover a hundred yards in an instant. She’d left a trail of glass behind her. Ilmena had moved so quickly that her Technique had turned the sand into glass. Seeing that had made Hadjar wary of fighting against Einen.
“To begin with, I don’t like this idea of yours. Spying on our commanders’ conversations is wrong.”
Hadjar rolled his eyes. Einen was far too good and a real stickler for the rules. It had taken Hadjar a week to convince the islander to take part in his plan.
Hadjar’s instincts had warned him that something was wrong, despite the fact that they’d been traveling along the Sea of Sand rather peacefully for a month now. The desert monsters had only attacked the caravan twice. They’d been so weak that the guards hadn’t even blown the horn to summon all the other guards to them.
They hadn’t encountered a single desert storm, nomadic tribe, not even bandits. They hadn’t had a single outbreak of disease, not even a camel stumbling and pulling a stagecoach full of provisions down into a dune. The deadly journey through the endless series of sand waves had turned out to be more like a summer stroll. Despite that, Hadjar’s instincts were screaming that something was wrong.
Maybe they were doing that because of Zurkh or because Hadjar hadn’t seen Shakh in the past few days. The guy who had constantly hung around, trying to see Ilmena and talk to her, had disappeared somewhere with his uncle and Kharad, the head of the caravan’s scouts.
“Get to the point, islander.”
After drying his sweaty, bald head with a handkerchief, Einen banged his staff on the sand. The shadow around his legs seethed and both of them were soon covered with a grayish, almost invisible haze. Unless you peered at it for a long time, you wouldn’t notice it.
Hadjar suddenly realized that he couldn’t hear anything or anyone except the islander. The same thing was probably true about the people outside the haze. Sounds couldn’t penetrate Einen’s Technique’s dome.
Hadjar was surprised to see the dome moving with them. He doubted that Serra or Nehen could’ve used such an advanced Technique.
“They’re afraid of something,” Einen finally said.
Hadjar waited a little, but the islander wasn’t going to continue speaking.
“What, exactly?”
“What exactly, Northerner?” Judging by the twitching of his eyebrow, the islander was annoyed. “The command staff discussed it with Rahaim. The Great Turtle knows, my Technique doesn’t exactly work when used on a Heaven Soldier of the peak Stage.”
Hadjar swore. He knew the plain old man who owned the caravan was a cultivator on the verge of becoming a Spirit Knight. Why was he in charge of a caravan when he possessed such power? Secrets and mysteries abounded. Hadjar regretted the fact that he hadn’t asked his sister to give him some money so he could travel to the Empire in a noble caravan. It would’ve taken him three months in a luxury stagecoach to reach the Borderlands.
“Are they afraid of something or someone?”
Einen thought about it.
“Both,” he answered. “I don’t like what’s going on here, Northerner. I really don’t.”
Hadjar looked at the landscape stretching out before them. Wherever his gaze fell, golden waves seemed to be soaring into the sky. It felt like the sands were doing a slow, hypnotic dance. There were no clouds in the unusually clear, bright blue sky. Despite the seeming stillness and serenity of the landscape, even the air here was saturated with the stench of death.
“We have guests,” Einen whispered and dispelled his Technique.
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At the head of the caravan, which looked like a huge snake winding its way across the sand, slithering along the crest of a dune, Kharad was riding a desert raven (a big, white, toothy hen) and heading toward Hadjar and Einen. As always, he wore a white caftan and a green scarf, his spear and shield at the ready.
Over the past month, Hadjar had rarely felt like a guard. Sometimes, he was more like a nanny to the small children: he played the Ron’Jah for them and told funny or scary stories to amuse them. He sometimes even tucked them into bed.
Sometimes, he was a repairman and tailor: he helped fix the stagecoaches when some of the moving parts broke, not to mention fixing people’s sandals and sewing their torn caftans back together as needed.
Sometimes, he was an interpreter, when there was a dispute between people who didn’t understand each other.
When Shakar asked, Hadjar dutifully carried out any and all orders and even made sure to help anyone he could when asked. Soon enough, he came to understand what Ilmena had meant by everyone needing to help each other out.
Hadjar helped people and they returned his kindness however they could. If people had money to spare, they paid him, fed him, or gave him new sandals. If they didn’t have money, they presented him with bracelets (Hadjar wore a lot of these now) or funny ornaments for his hair (Azrea didn’t like them, but Hadjar put them in his hair so that people could see that he appreciated their gifts). When they couldn’t even give him that, the people smiled and thanked him sincerely. Therefore, Hadjar really didn’t feel like he was being exploited or taken advantage of.
He had seen Rahaim repairing the sandals of a poor man from the caravan’s last section. Rahaim hadn’t done that because he was especially virtuous. The simple truth was that if you refused to help others, you wouldn’t get their help yourself when you needed it most. And without help, no one could survive in the desert, all on their own. What was pragmatism might’ve looked noble to outsiders, ignorant of the way things truly were.
“Hadjar Traves,” Kharad’s voice was calm, but his nervous gaze betrayed his concern. Hadjar took a step forward and saluted, putting his fingers to his lips and then to his forehead.
“Rahaim and Shakar are waiting for you, Hadjar Traves. Follow me.”
Hadjar glanced at Einen, but the islander only shrugged. He also didn’t know why such prominent people might want to talk to a simple guard, someone who wasn’t even the commander of his unit. To be honest, Hadjar had exchanged only a couple of words with his commander and couldn’t even remember his name.
In order to keep up with the desert raven, Hadjar had to run. As far as Hadjar could tell from the guards’ and passengers’ conversations, Kharad was a complicated person in every regard. He rode his raven without caring whether Hadjar was managing to keep up with him or not.
The caravan seemed to stretch out for over seventy miles. However, to Hadjar, who was running alongside it, it seemed to grow far longer with every step he took.
Fifteen minutes later, Hadjar stood in front of a huge stagecoach. Pulled by six of the 15ft tall beasts, it looked more like a large house on wheels than a stagecoach. It set the speed of the entire caravan. In addition, it served another function: it dragged heavy metal carpets behind it that leveled the crests of the dunes and compacted them, allowing the rest of the caravan to follow after it quietly and without fear of the terrain being too uneven and bumpy.
Kharad jumped down from his ‘hen’, gave the reins over to his subordinate, and then walked over to the stagecoach. He did everything on the go — during the crossing, the caravan never stopped, even for a second. According to the more experienced guards, even if the caravan was attacked, it still wouldn’t stop. This was the most important rule of survival in the desert — you always had to keep moving.
“Watch your manners, barbarian,” Kharad murmured, climbing the stairs that led up to the huge stagecoach’s entrance.
Hadjar didn’t respond and simply followed the man. Inside the stagecoach, everything was once again utilitarian: some people were there, sitting on pillows on the floor, and the old man was leaning over a low table with a map on it.
“Honorable Rahaim,” the head scout bowed. “I’ve brought you Hadjar Traves.”
“Thank you, Kharad,” the old man nodded. “Sit down.”
Kharad did so, right on the nearest free pillow. Now only Hadjar and the owner of the caravan were left standing. For a while, they simply looked into each other’s eyes. Hadjar didn’t know what the cultivator saw in his own eyes, but Hadjar saw nothing in the old man’s green eyes... absolutely nothing, as if he was looking at emeralds.
Maybe this was because the old man knew how to control his emotions. Or maybe, regardless of how talented Hadjar was, a mere practitioner was simply unable to ‘read’ a Heaven Soldier at the peak Stage of that level.
Interrupting their staredown, Rahaim turned to his chief of security. Shakar was sitting on a pillow, and his nephew was right next to him. He glared at Hadjar. However, he did so out of a simple desire to fight and envy, nothing more. Hadjar didn’t feel any desire to kill him, so he was glad the younger man’s emotions weren’t more bloodthirsty.
“Are you sure, Shakar?” the old man finally asked.
Shakar nodded and pulled out a small scroll from a ragbag. He turned it around and showed it to everyone else. Hadjar immediately grabbed the handle of his blade.
His portrait was on that scroll. He was wearing his famous armor with the demons’ visages on it and standing in front of the burning pavilion of ‘The Black Gates’ sect. He was holding the sect Patriarch’s severed head up by its hair. The soldiers of the Moon Army were standing around him. The artist had done a good job! Hadjar was flattered.
“The Mad General of Lidus,” Shakar said. “The man who won three wars. The practitioner who killed two Heaven Soldiers. Queen Elaine’s brother. The best swordsman in at least two Kingdoms. According to the bards, the best swordsman born in the last hundred years.”
“And,” Kharad added, “A traitor to his homeland, supposedly dead.”
Without hesitation, Hadjar unsheathed his sword... Or rather, he tried to, because he suddenly realized that he couldn’t move. His body seemed to be paralyzed from the neck down. He could only move his head.
Looking down, Hadjar saw an index finger pressed to his chest, which belonged to old Rahaim. However, Hadjar didn’t feel a single disturbance in his energy flow. That damned old man stopped me without even using a Technique! How is that even possible?
“Calm down, young man,” Rahaim’s voice was soothing. “None of us care about the fate of Lidus, Balium, or any other northern state. Your affairs are your own.”
“Then why did you send for me?” Hadjar asked.
Rahaim moved his finger away and Hadjar regained control over his own body. He decided not to draw his sword. For some reason, the old man’s words had really had a calming effect on him. The dragon that had begun to awaken in the depths of his blue eyes curled up once more and plunged back into the darkness of his pupils.
“Personally, I suggested we bind you, leave you at the transit point, and claim the reward,” Kharad pointed to the words at the bottom of the portrait.
The Empire was offering a very decent (by local standards, in the Empire, it was a trifle) amount of money for him. That meant they hadn’t forgotten Governor Lithium’s death. Fortunately, the scroll had been made in the Borderlands. So it was unlikely that somebody knew about the Mad General’s existence in the depths of the vast Empire. Probably because they had no idea that Lidus even existed. Some cities in the Empire were larger than Lidus itself. Hadjar didn’t believe that, but still…
“We need your help, General-”
Hadjar interrupted Shakar.
“I like ‘northerner’ more,” he said.
The others looked at each other, but said nothing. They didn’t like the fact that a simple guard had interrupted the chief of security. That kind of disrespect was a great sin in the eyes of the locals.
“Okay.” Shakar nodded. “We need your help, northerner. We don’t have your experience and knowledge. We need your advice and your sword, if you agree to help us. Of course, you will be suitably compensated for doing so.”
“My knowledge and experience? Why does the caravan need a general’s expertise?”
“Because our caravan won’t survive the next month without it,” Rahaim suddenly said. “A war will soon break out in the desert, northerner. And we are moving right into its heart.”
Hadjar cursed loudly.
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Hadjar looked around. He hoped that they were joking or, at least, exaggerating. Unfortunately, they were quite serious. So, it would seem Hadjar had left war behind, but war had other plans.
Someone else would’ve probably been flattered by such a twist of fate. But not Hadjar. He wore the amulet of the General, yes, but only as a tribute to the dead soldiers who would never get to go home to hug their parents and families.
Hadjar hated war. Of course, it had allowed him to get his revenge on Primus, but in turn, it had taken almost everything from him. His hand reached for the leather wallet fastened to his belt.
“Can’t we sidestep the conflict?” Hadjar suggested.
“Sidestep?” Rahaim asked, stunned.
The others looked at each other. They hadn’t expected such advice. The stagecoach swayed slightly, scrolls rustled on the table, and evening slowly approached outside the silk ‘walls’. It carried with it the muffled echoes of the caravan’s hustle and bustle and promised a storm would come in a couple of weeks.
“You wanted to hear the Mad General’s advice,” Hadjar shrugged. “Over the years I’d spent waging war, I came to understand one thing: the best battle is the one that doesn’t take place.”
Utter silence reigned once again. Hadjar couldn’t even guess what these people were thinking. He went over numerous options in his mind.
If Nero had been around, he would’ve argued that they should steal a camel, food, water, and a map, then set off on their own. Serra would’ve immediately vetoed that plan. The desert witch had claimed that even a Heaven Soldier can’t survive in the Sea of Sand all on their own. Hadjar believed her.
“Wise words,” the old man nodded. “If we’d been able to do so, we wouldn’t have asked for your advice, honorable northerner.”
Hadjar paused at the words. Not because Rahaim had heeded his request and called him ‘northerner’, but because of the ‘honorable’ prefix. It was rather unusual to him, although he knew that it had only been used due to the local’s politeness.
“I understand that, honorable Rahaim,” Hadjar bowed his head slightly. “However, if you want my advice, you’ll have to share more information with me. Without it, I can’t really help you and would prefer to return to my duties as a guard.”
For a while, Rahaim and Hadjar looked into each other’s eyes again. Hadjar thought he noticed interest in the old man’s gaze.
“You aren’t afraid of death, Northerner,” Rahaim stated.
Hadjar remembered the lake in which he’d almost drowned and his dream of a beautiful maiden who had called out to him, and then turned into a rotten skeleton covered in mud.
“I looked into the eyes of Death once,” Hadjar said so quietly that only the old man heard him. “There is nothing frightening about it.”
A couple of long and heavy seconds of silence followed. The wind grew stronger, carrying sand into the stagecoach. It didn’t get any cooler, the air was still dry and unpleasant. It made one’s eyes water and their lips dry, creating the illusion of thirst. Hadjar had heard stories about water being not only salvation, but also disaster. Some travelers who couldn’t control themselves often drank too much of it. They usually died of bloating or some other disease connected with the consumption of six or even seven liters of water per day.
“Pay attention, Northerner,” Rahaim picked up the pointer and was about to show him something on the map when Kharad jumped up from his pillow. He looked alarmed, annoyed, and shocked.
“Honorable Rahaim!” He exclaimed, saluting hurriedly. “With all due respect, he isn’t of our blood. His skin doesn’t know the sun. He’s a stranger!”
“His skin color is the last thing on my mind today,” Rahaim answered rather harshly. “Anyone who walks along the crests of sand dunes with us isn’t a stranger.”
“But he’s just a guard!”
“Sit down, Kharad. Don’t disgrace your ancestors. The Great Stars are watching you.”
“But, grandpa!”
Rahaim’s eyes flashed unkindly. Hadjar noticed that it became difficult to breathe. The wind was still dancing outside the stagecoach, but the canopies stilled, and the atmosphere was almost dead inside. Despite his dried out appearance, the old man was still very strong.
“Please forgive my insolence,” Kharad bowed and sat back down.
What the hell? One of them is the chief of security’s nephew. The other is the grandson of the caravan’s owner. Damned nepotism! 
To Hadjar’s surprise, he didn’t see any hatred or envy in Kharad’s gaze when it was directed at him. The man had expressed his concerns, received an answer, and had calmed down. He hadn’t held a grudge, unlike the ‘self-respecting’ officers of the Lidish or Baliumian armies.
It was a surprising change of pace. It turned out that people could be subtly different in the smallest and most unexpected ways. At that moment, Hadjar regretted that he hadn’t traveled earlier. How many amazing discoveries was this endless world hiding?
“What do you know about the Mage City, Northerner?” Shakar asked suddenly. He did so with Rahaim’s approval.
“According to what a friend of mine who’d lived around here once told me, it’s a fairytale, just like Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares.”
He felt like he knew what was coming. Hadjar had met Helmer and even chatted with him several years ago, and he didn’t want to repeat the experience. At least not until he gained at least a tenth of the power that the Lord possessed...
“But,” Shakar smiled slightly, “Mage City really does exist.”
Only Hadjar was aware of the irony in his words. He tried his best not to smile.
“Many thousands of years ago,” Shakar began his story, “when the Sea of Sand was a real, vast, raging ocean, great rocks appeared out of its depths. For many hundreds of centuries, the salty waters washed over them until they collapsed and buried the ocean, raising the infinite sands up from the bottom of the sea floor. And that’s how the Sea of Sand came to be.”
“I know that legend,” Hadjar nodded.
“As does any resident of the surrounding lands. But only we know the ending of that story. Long ago, at the top of those rocks, lived people who could read the fate of the world in the movement of the stars, who could talk to stones, listen to the wind, and dance with fire. Their Path of Cultivation differed from ours. They sailed across the surface of the World River, while we strive toward its depths. They saw the bright sky, while we peer into the darkness.”
Hadjar listened to Shakar’s story attentively, sensing that some of the mysteries of this world were hidden within it. After all, he’d gone on this journey to learn them.
“When the waves destroyed the rocks, these people talked to the stones and wind. They bound them together and made the rocks hover among the clouds. The Gods didn’t like that. They sent their emissary and he destroyed the rebellious people. However, after witnessing these people’s great achievements, he left a piece of his own knowledge in their huge library as a sign of respect.”
A spark of greed appeared in everyone’s eyes.
“The emissary was Derger, the God of War,” Rahaim continued the story. “According to the legend, he left one of the six scrolls of his Techniques in the library — the ‘Midnight Day’ scroll.”
What a strange name! ‘Midnight Day’... Well, it’s to be expected that a god would invent the most obscure and convoluted name possible for their Techniques.
“I still don’t really understand how this relates to the war and our caravan,” Hadjar said.
Everyone looked at each other again.
“Well, Northerner,” Rahaim moved a statuette of a warrior with a huge axe. “The path to the Mage City will soon open, and the library with it. Sankesh, the Prince of the Deserts, the executioner of cities and countries, will head there. And anyone who gets in his way will die.”
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“I want to clarify something,” Hadjar grunted. “A couple of months ago, I heard someone talking about him in one of the teahouses. Sankesh is mad, a sadist, a Spirit Knight, a demon worshiper, and loves to devour human flesh.”
“That’s a lie,” Rahaim answered with a slight smile. “Sankesh is indeed a Spirit Knight, but he is undoubtedly a very noble person. He is a worthy warrior and an honest ruler, but he always gets the job done. By any means necessary.”
Hadjar noticed something in Rahaim’s eyes, except it wasn’t joy, but sadness. Hadjar was about to continue the conversation and get to the truth when he met Shakar’s warning gaze. The chief of security shook his head slightly, making it clear that this would get him nowhere.
“Over the past four years, Sankesh has come far from Scorpio City, his home,” Rahaim pointed somewhere along the edge of the map — the very easternmost part of the Sea of Sand. “He’s burnt down hundreds of cities, towns, and oases.”
He moved the pointer westward, farther from Scorpio City and closer to the route that the caravan was taking.
“Why now?” Hadjar asked. “He seemed to feel comfortable in his homeland.”
“Because in two and a half years, two red comets will pass by each other in the sky. Mage City can be found beneath the spot where their trails meet.”
Hadjar didn’t show that the answer wasn’t enough to satisfy his curiosity. Sankesh could’ve waited in his palace, among hundreds of harem girls, lying on comfortable pillows, until the sign appeared in the sky.
This wasn’t the whole truth. He was moving through the desert as quickly as a forest fire. He was clearly following something... or someone. Something was definitely fishy here. Hadjar didn’t like the fact that the local ‘council’ wasn’t telling him everything.
“We’re heading toward Kurkhadan oasis,” Rahaim moved the pointer a little northward. “We’ll be there in a week. However, as you can see, northerner,” the old man moved his pointer again. The figure of Sankesh was headed in the same direction, though it was almost a year’s travel away from Kurkhadan. “The Prince is moving in the same direction we are.”
“Bandits and the Bedouins,” Hadjar guessed.
“That’s right,” Rahaim nodded.
Rahaim wasn’t actually worried about Sankesh and Mage City. He was looking at the Prince of the Sands like a stone rolling down a mountain. What the old man was really afraid of was the rockslide that this stone would bring with it.
For four years now, Sankesh’s army had been moving through the desert, driving the Bedouins and, even worse, the bandits, out of their hidey-holes. They couldn’t go east, to the lands that the Spirit Knight had already conquered. So, they went west. Some of them had surely fought each other along the way, but...
“Many Bedouinsand bandit tribes have appeared in the Sea of Sand,” Rahaim’s words confirmed Hadjar’s worst fears. “They’re fleeing from Sankesh toward the route our caravan is taking.”
The pointer showed where they’d be traveling among the oases. It was the fastest way to get to the Empire. His desire to save some time — anything from a month to two years — had led Hadjar into another war. It was rather ironic.
“We’ve already discussed the possibility of diverging from the path,” the leader of the scouts told Hadjar. “Other caravans’ routes could be found nearby. However, they won’t want to share the water in their oases, nor their routes. Our ancestors fought for every one of them. Each is like a vein that the well-being of the caravans and their cities depends on. No one would share their blood with strangers.”
“But you are all scorched by the same sun,” Hadjar sneered. “And in the desert, nobody survives without help from others and helping others in turn.”
“So what? All northerners come from the same mountains,” Kharad shrugged. “Mutual help and joint suicide are different things, northerner.”
Well, he could’ve argued that point for a long time. However, there was nothing to be gained from it.
“So, let’s sum up.” Hadjar said. Without asking, he took the pointer and came up to the map. It was a very expensive one. These kinds of maps were guarded jealously and only a few of the closest confidants were normally allowed to look at them. That was why Kharad had been against Hadjar being present during the council. “We’re going to encounter hordes of enemies along the way.”
“Damned chekhars,” somebody whispered.
Well, honest caravaneers obviously didn’t like the ‘pirates’ of the Sea of Sand. The enmity was usually mutual. The bandits’ creed was: ‘Rob caravans, kidnap children, eat, drink, and kill’. The Bedouins lived by the same laws. Therefore, it was often impossible to distinguish the former from the latter.
“Do you want me to come up with a plan that will help us survive?”
“A plan?” Rahaim asked. “No, honorable Northerner, we only ask that you stay nearby and provide valuable advice or remark on anything you feel we’re doing wrong. According to Shakar’s stories, you were known for your ability to get where no one else could and keeping your enemies on the back foot. They say that you alone burned an entire army of supposed ‘nomads’, as you call them in your country.”
Hadjar’s heart ached.
“A tenth of it,” Hadjar pulled himself together. “I had great allies.”
“Well,” the old man nodded. “This time, if the Great Stars are merciful, you will be our great ally. From now on, you can leave your guard post, if necessary, to participate in Kharad’s intelligence gathering missions. I hope your own eyes will tell you more than I could.”
For a moment, Hadjar felt déjà vu. Smiling at these distant memories, he asked: “Could I make a small suggestion right now, honorable Rahaim?”
“You are here to do just that, Northerner.”
The Gods seemed to delight in taunting mortals.
“I would advise that you include the islander, Einen, in this. His shadow Techniques are simply incomparable. In the future, some situations may arise when the fate of the caravan will depend on him and his Techniques.”
Rahaim turned to Shakar.
“The Northerner is right. Einen sometimes scares me as well.”
“Then let it be so. You, Northerner, will tell him everything that you think he has to know. That’s all for now. Wait for news from Kharad, be ready for battle, and may the Great Stars shine upon you.”
Hadjar bowed, saluted like a local, and left the stagecoach. He wasn’t escorted back, and was glad to be left alone (apart from the caravan passing by).
He needed to think everything over. As his brother had used to say, two heads were better than one.
An hour later, Hadjar returned to his section of the caravan. He carried Zurkh’s daughter on his shoulders, sang some songs, and told her two fairytales. Then her shifty father called his daughter back to their stagecoach and Einen emerged from the shadows.
They both lit up their pipes. The islander carefully listened to Hadjar’s story. He didn’t hide anything from Einen as he didn’t see any use in doing so. The frank discussion had a very positive effect on Hadjar’s mood. It was nice to freely discuss something with someone without fear of revealing any secrets. Suddenly, Hadjar realized that he practically had no secrets left. Apart, of course, from the dragon heart in his chest. This made Hadjar’s walk faster and lighter, even though he didn’t realize it yet.
“So we are swimming in a shark’s mouth, hoping that it won’t eat us,” Einen summed up.
“And blood is pouring out of us while we’re floundering desperately, as well as there being many other sharks to worry about.”
“I’d like to say, Hadjar, that I’m glad you remembered me,” the islander suddenly smiled, which made Hadjar stumble. “I prefer facing the danger, whatever it may be, to hiding in the shadows.”
“I would think that you’re the best at that.”
Einen’s smile became even wider.
“You haven’t seen what I’m really the best at, barbarian. The Great Turtle as my witness, it would be better if I didn’t have to show you. A calm sea is always better than a bloody one.”
Sometimes the islander scared even Hadjar. He looked at the sunset. The quiet weather they’d had during the past month now seemed like no more than the calm before a storm. Hadjar gripped the hilt of his simple but solid, nameless sword tightly. By the Gods, he would meet this storm with joy in his heart. If that damned library even exists, it will probably contain some scrolls about the gods. Einen wasn’t the only one smiling now. Hadjar felt like he had taken a small step toward his goal.




Chapter 271

Hadjar dodged the staff that shot toward him. It whistled past just a couple of inches from his temple. Behind him, something that looked like an inky flower bloomed from the iron-covered tip.
Einen moved the wrist of his left hand slightly and straightened his right elbow. His staff immediately turned from a lifeless piece of wood into a whip. It was as if an elephant had struck Hadjar’s back. After getting his face buried in the sand, Hadjar rolled to the side and instantly jumped back up to his feet.
“You’re quick enough for a swordsman, Northerner,” Einen rested his staff on the sand and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “But too slow for a warrior.”
Nobody had ever called Hadjar slow before. He’d always believed that speed was his strong suit.
“Really?” A mischievous smile spread across his face.
Bending his knees, Hadjar sheathed his blade. Then, quick as lightning, he unsheathed it once more, reinforcing his movements with the energy of the ‘Spring Wind’ stance.
The attack was so fast that the spectators who had gathered to watch the sparring saw only flashes of sunlight reflected on a dragon’s black scales.
Einen dragged his staff across the sand, erecting a wall of whirling sand around him. It wasn’t as dense and ‘magical’ as Shakar’s had been. The islander had just stopped his sparring partner from seeing him. When the sand sank back down, Hadjar’s blade was stuck in a conjured ape’s wide-open mouth until he pulled back.
The islander was nowhere to be seen.
Assuming a protective stance with his blade in front of him, Hadjar spun and looked around. He tried to find Einen, who was hidden in his shadows. None of his five senses could detect so much as a trace of the islander.
His eyes saw only the crimson sand, colored by the approaching dawn. His ears heard the spectators’ voices and nothing else. His skin felt the wind caress it, but there was no trace of Einen even in its whispers. Hadjar could rely only on his quick reactions and honed intuition.
Suddenly, something stabbed Hadjar’s side. Not hard enough to do damage, but it was still tangible. He swung his blade and launched a crescent of energy that crashed into one of the small dunes, but no scream or blood followed his attack.
Einen appeared out of nowhere, left a black mark on Hadjar’s shoulder, and disappeared back into the shadows. A few more black flashes, energy crescents, and bisected dunes followed, but not a single cut could be seen on Einen. He was still hiding in the shadows, and the hieroglyph ‘barbarian’ appeared on Hadjar’s body.
“Well.” Hadjar smiled even wider.
Remembering Shakar’s trick, the one he’d used to deal with his nephew, Hadjar closed his eyes. He turned toward his inner sword, looming somewhere within the dark, foreboding void of his consciousness.
He saw the shadow of the shadow of the Sword Spirit, something that Hadjar couldn’t understand or explain. It wasn’t like the world energy that he used in his stances and Techniques. It wasn’t the ‘magic’ used by the locals, or Einen, Serra, and Nehen. It wasn’t Hadjar’s ability to attack with a sword from a distance. It was something that existed purely because of his knowledge and swordsmanship.
Therefore, Hadjar didn’t know what exactly he had mastered over the years he’d spent training. Nevertheless, this lack of understanding didn’t prevented him from applying this image to his Techniques. He wanted to try out his strongest attack.
“Get ready, Einen,” Hadjar warned his opponent, wherever he was. “I don’t know how strong my next attack will be.”
He visualized the image coalescing in his hands and connected it to his nameless sword. Then, after getting closer to the surface of his consciousness, he found the emerging image of his soul which was also a mirage, a fact that indicated a practitioner was on the verge of advancing to the Awakening of the Soul Stage. Hadjar took the world energy and, using Traves’ Technique, assumed a stance.
“Spring Wind!” He also added all the knowledge he possessed about the Way of the Sword.
The spectators suddenly felt as if an army was marching nearby. They heard their drums beating, horns blaring, and someone shouting a Generals’ name.
Then the outlines of blades appeared in the air, almost invisible and barely perceptible. They whirled around Hadjar, and a dragon glided between them. He rammed his sword into the sand. A steel dome spun around him, made up of gusts of cutting wind and phantom blades. The dragon roared and the spectators’ blood boiled, as if they were a part of the invisible army. They also wanted to chant the General’s name and beat their blades against their heavy shields.
The dome expanded. Thin and transparent, it nevertheless possessed terrifying force and cutting power. It crushed the sand, cutting each grain into particles so tiny that they looked smaller than dust.
Suddenly, the dome trembled, then started to vibrate. It had already stretched out for almost fifteen feet, leaving Hadjar standing on the only safe area.
Then a black veil appeared before it. It was like black ink mixed with dusk and shadows. Einen emerged from the veil. He slammed his staff forward abruptly with a cry of ‘Boulder Storm!”
Hadjar now understood why Ilmena had given up so hastily. To an onlooker, this Technique may have looked like rocks falling into the sea, but to the person facing it... Hadjar felt as if the sky had cracked and the remnants of burning stars were raining down on him.
Unlike Ilmena, Hadjar wasn’t trapped. Einen had to break through the steel dome, which blocked the falling rocks and sliced them to pieces, blocking a thousand swings of the islander’s staff. Unfortunately, regardless of how many attacks the dome reflected, they only became faster and more violent.
Like with Shakar and Ilmena, a wave of energy began to emanate from the islander, a Technique or something else that Hadjar still didn’t understand. It changed the islander’s attack, wrapping the rocks in darkness and turning them into invisible, black flashes. Soon, one of these strikes simply... went through the dome without meeting even a hint of resistance.
“The true path of cultivation-” Einen began.
“Shut up, baldy,” Hadjar interrupted him.
Hadjar squeezed the hilt of his sword with both hands, and then swung it sharply, sending out a vicious attack. A gust of wind surged out from his sword, forming a titanic blade that had a dragon atop it, poised to strike.
Somewhere in the center, beyond the weakening dome, the blade and the black rocks collided. An explosion rang out, followed by a massive whirlwind of energy. The spectators crouched, and some even held their shields in front of them.
Hadjar flew nine steps back. After rolling across the sand, he tried to breathe. A black spot was spreading across his chest — the place where Einen’s attack had hit him. The blow had been weakened and slow, otherwise it would’ve pierced through Hadjar’s body and buried itself deep in the sand.
Einen lay sprawled on the sand as well, having been flung back as far as Hadjar by the backlash. A spot was now also spreading across the islander’s chest. Only this one was red. There was a shallow but long cut across his skin, under his tattered clothes, with black bruises around it.
“By the Great Stars,” a voice proclaimed, “If I didn’t already know that you were simple practitioners, I would’ve thought that I’d just witnessed a battle between true cultivators.”
Hadjar barely raised his head. Through the muddy veil of fatigue and injury still covering his sight, he discerned a figure. Soon, he could see the smiling Kharad. Apparently, the man was glad to know that his subordinates were so powerful.
“You have an hour, strangers, then we’ll be going on patrol.” Kharad turned around and left. Hadjar flopped onto his back and started breathing a little more evenly. He realized that he still didn’t know if he was stronger than the islander or not. Even if he went all out, he wouldn’t be able to say for sure that he’d defeat him.
“We’ll do this again in a month,” Einen grunted.
Hadjar nodded.
“If we survive,” he answered.
“If we survive.”
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“Hadjar! Hadjar!”
Hadjar finished bandaging his wounds and crawled out of his stagecoach. The girl he doted on (Hadjar still didn’t know the girl’s name) was running around nearby, waving her arms wildly. Recently, Hadjar had told her a story about the bird Rukh, which dominated the sky somewhere above the Empire’s vast territory. It was a huge falcon, capable of carrying off a whole village in its claws.
The girl had liked the story, as it had been about love, tragedy, and had had a happy ending. Now she was always playing a game she called ‘the big bird and the wind’. It was rather funny.
“Yes, my little princess?”
The girl stopped, put her hands behind her back, and smiled broadly at him. Her bright eyes and smile were contrasted by her dark skin and black hair
“Why are you so strong? Dad says he’s never seen a swordsman like you before.”
Hadjar looked at Zurkh, who was walking next to his own stagecoach. Sometimes, the man would glance over at his daughter, but without any concern. Everyone trusted the caravan guards. On top of that, the desert dwellers treated children with the utmost care. It was unlikely that even Sankesh would’ve approved of how Primus had treated his nephew.
“Has your dad met many swordsmen?” Hadjar asked carefully.
“Of course!” the girl answered proudly. “He’s met so many of them! As many...”
She struggled to find a suitable comparison.
“As many as there are stars in the night sky!”
Hadjar barely resisted the urge to grin. When would someone as ordinary as Zurkh tried to pretend he was have met so many swordsmen? A sword wasn’t the most popular type of weapon. It was difficult to train with, and not the most formidable in a battle. So where had Zurkh had the opportunity to see so many people following the Way of the Sword?
“Don’t tell dad,” the girl suddenly felt shy and pleaded in a whisper. “I’m not supposed to talk about that.”
Hadjar nodded and, still lost in thought, ran his finger over his lips, showing her that they were sealed forever. The girl’s father saw the gesture and called the girl back. “Serra! Don’t run off like that!”
“Okay, dad!” the girl shouted back. “Bye, Hadjar. Please don’t die today!”
She said it as casually as goodbye. After smiling at him one more time, she rushed off to her father. Hadjar stood there, stunned. His heart was thudding in his chest...
“Northerner,” a palm rested on his shoulder. “Your style of meditation surprises me sometimes.”
Hadjar shook his head. He’d have to get used to the fact that some names were too common in this area. Snapping out of it, he turned to Einen. “I think having our spar this morning wasn’t the best idea, islander.”
Einen only shrugged and pointed at the sky. “What should happen is sure to happen. Come on, Northerner, I don’t like to make fate wait.”
Together, they stopped following the caravan’s route and began to descend down one side of the dune. The sun was rising in the sky. It wasn’t too hot yet, so the caravan was moving forward. It would have to halt in only a few hours, when the sun reaches its zenith and it becomes difficult to move or even breathe.
Shakar had warned the new members of the scouting forces that they shouldn’t take their camels with them. They were, of course, reliable and faithful companions in the desert, but not the fastest, and speed was the most important factor when scouting in the desert.
Einen walked ahead of Hadjar. A wide shadow stretched out behind him. It covered the unsteady sand. Walking on it, Hadjar felt like he was walking across a hard surface. This didn’t fit his preconceptions about Techniques. However, no matter how much he asked the islander about it, he remained silent, the same as Serra and Nehen had.
He had only explained his silence once: “I can’t tell you about the true path of cultivation, Northerner. One wrong word from me will destroy your base and you’ll go down the wrong path. Only an experienced and wise mentor can teach you. ”
Thanks to Einen’s shadow, they descended down the dune much faster than ‘ordinary’ people did. Kharad’s team was already gathering below, all of them men and women burnt by the sun. Some of them rode Desert Ravens. The animals amazed Hadjar with their ability to peacefully eat the sand just like the desert horses did.
The others rode the 15ft lizards, observing the environment from atop them. Fortunately, there were only three such monsters, as they made Hadjar uncomfortable.
“For some reason, I’m not surprised,” Einen whispered, pointing his staff to the side. There were two more white, toothy ‘hens’ next to the lizards. Shakh and Ilmena were riding them. The young man was trying to start a conversation with the girl, who did her best to show just how bored she was of his attempts.
“Indeed,” Hadjar agreed.
Hadjar didn’t care if they were there because of Shakar or the fact that Rahaim was trying to strengthen his squad any way he could. He was much more concerned with surviving the coming years than trying to figure out the intricacies of other people’s thoughts.
“You took your time.”
Kharad didn’t look ridiculous riding on a very formidable ‘hen’. On the contrary, his short spear and shield inspired fear. It was also easy to see that his bird wasn’t a simple means of transportation, but a faithful comrade as well. The numerous scars on the bird’s powerful beak and body spoke for themselves. Apparently, Kharad had fought the Bedouins, bandits, and other dangers of the Sea of Sand more than once. No matter how Kharad treated the foreigners, he commanded their respect with his obvious experience.
“We didn’t pick the best time to spar,” Einen replied, surprising Hadjar.
Only someone who didn’t regularly talk to the islander would’ve thought that he had made up an excuse. Hadjar understood that the bald man was mocking Kharad. The leader of the scouts had managed to get on even his bad side.
“Get on your Ravens and try to keep up. I won’t waste time discussing the plan and route again. If you live long enough to get to the gorge of the Dead Mountains with us,” Kharad looked down on them, “try to be less like yourselves and more like the warriors of the Sea of Sand blessed by the Great Stars.”
Neither Hadjar nor Einen were hurt by his words.
They nodded calmly and walked over to their Desert Ravens. The bald islander chose the one that was smaller, calmer, and had a blue scarf attached to its saddle. Hadjar got a large bird with a black scarf. While approaching the ‘hen’, Hadjar realized that this wouldn’t be easy.
“I fucking hate riding,” he whispered.
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Hadjar gritted his teeth, but held the reins of his ‘hen’ tightly. He’d once thought that riding horses and camels wasn’t his strong suit, but now he knew for sure: he should never ride anything else again, period.
The desert rushed past him at such speed that the dunes merged into an endless golden wave. Only the multi-colored scarves tied to their faces saved them from the flaying wind. The huge, bipedal birds could travel at a frightening speed. Instead of enjoying the landscape of the endless desert, Hadjar was trying not to fall out of the saddle and die.
“You’re too tense, Northerner,” Kharad remarked rather maliciously, his bird running almost right next to Hadjar’s. “It feels your fear.”
Hadjar couldn’t even respond.
The head scout smiled triumphantly and left to rejoin the vanguard of the squad. Shakh, following after Hadjar, expressed his solidarity with all his might. Hadjar couldn’t see the young man, but he felt his sympathy all the same.
A gust of wind from his right nearly knocked Hadjar out of the saddle. From a cloud of dust and sand, Ilmena emerged. She was in her element — the speedy beast and the equally speedy girl had immediately found common ground.
“Don’t try to control it, barbarian,” pure joy and excitement emanated from the warrior. Bathed in the rays of the rising sun (their mad trip had taken three days now), she looked like a sand fury or a nymph. “Trust your bird. The reins are there for you to guide it, not control it.”
Hadjar looked at his mount’s beak. It turned its head, staring at him with its black, beady eye. For some reason, Hadjar instantly realized that if he followed her advice, it would immediately throw him off.
At such speeds, from atop a high dune, it was unlikely that even a strong practitioner would be able to survive the fall. If Einen had also decided to join in the fun, Hadjar would’ve definitely thrown all caution out the window. The idea of jumping onto the sand and using the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique appealed to him. Maybe he wouldn’t have enough power to move at a decent speed for more than an hour, but that hour would be heaven for him, as no creature would have a say over the fate of his ass and neck in that time.
Right as he was contemplating this, Kharad’s fist soared into the air. Despite the distance between them and their different mentalities, some gestures were universal between cultures. Or simply too logical for people to bother coming up with alternatives.
All the members of the squad stopped without any issues, except for Hadjar. He pulled on the reins too sharply and almost flew head over heels off his ‘hen’ when it stopped instantly.
“Demons and Stars,” Hadjar cursed like a local.
At the last second, he managed to pull his foot out of the stirrup and jump off it and onto the sand. Straightening up, Hadjar looked proudly at his ‘hen’ standing nearby. It seemed to snort contemptuously in response.
Admittedly, it was possible that one of his uninvited riding instructors — Ilmena and Kharad — had made the noise. Hadjar was ready to explain why they were wrong with the help of his blade, but there was no time for that right now.
“We haven’t reached the border of the Dead Mountains yet,” Shakh said, pulling his colorful scarf off his face.
Nobody listened to him, looking instead at one of the people riding the huge lizards — a skinny, gray-haired man. He extended his left hand, which was encased in a thick leather glove.
Suddenly, a lingering, falconine scream pierced the air. A black dot came hurtling down from the sky like an arrow. It grew, turning into a huge bird of prey with a wingspan of at least thirteen feet.
This falcon could’ve easily carried away not just a sheep, but an adult as well. What struck Hadjar as even odder was the way the man was communicating with the bird. They looked into each other’s eyes silently, but Hadjar clearly felt the energy flowing between them. That same energy he couldn’t define or explain. Perhaps when he reached a school or academy in the Empire he would be able to rip off the veil of secrecy that had been tormenting him for more than a year.
The conversation between the man and bird didn’t last longer than a minute. When it was over, the falcon flapped its wings, kicking up a miniature sandstorm, and disappeared back into the sky as quickly as it had appeared.
“There are bandits in the north, among the Sandstones,” the man said. His voice was oddly reedy. “About half a day’s walk from here.”
Kharad shook his head.
“Will our caravan come across them on our current path?”
The man just nodded.
“Faded Stars!” Kharad cursed.
Hadjar’s expression clearly showed that he didn’t know what was happening. Ilmena took pity on him. Sticking to the rules of their ‘passionate game’, she whispered in his ear: “You missed everything by being late. In the Dead Mountains, according to Sular, resides a large Bedouin tribe. At least three thousand adult riders. Along with children and old people.”
“And the Dead Mountains...”
“Are right in front of the Kurkhadan oasis,” someone in the back answered. Of course, it was Shakh that had spoken out. Boys were boys everywhere, even in the desert. Hadjar wondered if he would’ve been the same if not for Primus. “It’s impossible to go around the Dead Mountains because it’ll take us an extra month and we’ll run out of water.”
“Are we going to fight the nomads?” Einen, emerging from the shadows, joined the conversation. Or maybe he’d been standing nearby all this time. Usually, as soon as Hadjar looked away from the islander, he immediately disappeared.
“Let’s hope that we manage to negotiate with them,” Kharad said tiredly.
Hadjar rubbed his nose. Was it acceptable in the desert for people to randomly join other people’s conversations without so much as a nod?
“It’ll be a glorious battle,” Einen said hazily, as if talking to himself, and his gaze was a million miles away.
Hadjar was sometimes a little jealous of the bald man’s insanity. If this kept up, he would soon lose the right to the ‘Mad’ part of his nickname. He liked ‘Northerner’ more anyway. Judging by Kharad’s skeptical gaze, he had a similar opinion of the islander.
“But there is no way to negotiate with the bandits,” the head scout continued. “So it’ll be your turn, barbarian, to demonstrate your skills. If you have any, that is.”
Bandits... Small skirmishes had never been the strong point of Hadjar’s tactics and strategy. He loved to think and act on a large scale. In this case, if he’d had the Moon Army behind him, he would’ve ordered an artillery salvo. Ten salvos, to be exact. Using all their cannons. That would have been enough to scatter any bandits in their path. Unfortunately, they didn’t have that kind of luxury.
“How many of them are there?”
Kharad repeated the question for the falcon’s owner.
“They occupied the entire gorge,” the man answered. “At least a dozen tents and twenty caves.”
“That means there’s about three hundred of them,” Hadjar grumbled. “Three hundred against two dozen people...”
“A glorious battle,” Einen repeated.
Everyone looked at him skeptically.
“Well,” Hadjar shrugged. “I need three brave and strong warriors. Four is enough to take care of these bandits, and the rest can go on ahead to the Dead Mountains. We’ll meet them there.”
Damn that feels good! Hadjar was pleased to see everyone staring at him with their mouths agape. He’d missed the feeling.
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Hadjar looked at the Sandstone Gorge through the dim, cracked glass of his telescope. Despite its strange name, plain, brown rocks lay in front of him. There wasn’t much variety to be found in the desert.
“They’re just ordinary rocks,” Hadjar said loudly.
“Barbarian,” Ilmena and Shakh hissed in unison. They looked at each other. Shakh smiled broadly and his face lit up like a small star; Ilmena rolled her eyes, cursed, and hastily turned away.
“Look closely, Hadjar,” Einen also had a telescope with him. He pointed at the top of one of the rocks.
Hadjar almost pressed the lens into his eye, but eventually managed to see what Einen had noticed.
“What the hell?” Hadjar whispered.
The tops of the rocks were moving and sand flowed down from them. The streams of sand ran down to the ground, creating bizarre patterns that Hadjar had at first mistaken for crevices. When they reached the ground, they slowly trickled back to rush down once again, flowing in an endless cycle. It was a kind of natural sand fountain with caves hidden inside it. Some of the caves were covered with mats. One of them had bars on it, made from the fangs and bones of some huge creature.
Hadjar hoped that the fangs had been obtained after the monster had died. His plan would certainly fail if there was a cultivator among the bandits because a simple practitioner could’ve never killed such a beast.
There were green tents at the bottom of the gorge. The same kind of fangs were used as the central posts for those tents. The central, largest tent had a wooden picket fence around it. Human skulls adorned the length of the fence. White and smooth, they had long been polished to a shine by the wind, sand, and sun.
There were also watchtowers next to the makeshift gate, but they were empty.
“A cunning ploy.”
Hadjar nodded respectfully to Einen and explained what he meant to the confused Ilmena and Shakh.
“The watch towers are a decoy. They have watchmen, but they’re in the caves. If you look closely, you’ll see the occasional flashes of their telescopes. Two at each level.
“And three secret tunnels at the base of the gorge so they can escape.”
The islander was strange. Without his years of experience, Hadjar would’ve never noticed the sentries or the tunnels. He wondered how Einen had spotted them.
Still, Hadjar didn’t care about the islander’s life before. The important thing was that his Shadow Technique had hid them from the watchmen successfully.
“Your plan is crazy, barbarian,” Shakh murmured. “They’ll kill you before you even unsheathe your sword.”
“I’ve often been told that, young man, but, as you can see, I’m still alive.”
“We’ll end up meeting our ancestors!” the boy almost cried out. Realizing that he wouldn’t get a response from Hadjar, he turned to Ilmena. “How about I go with you instead? He won’t lift a finger to protect you! You’ll be safer with me...”
“Forgive me, Shakh,” the girl’s voice was stern, “But I’ll feel safer with a man at my side than with a boy.”
Shakh’s face flushed with barely restrained rage. His ‘Sand Dogs’ Technique was really potent. If Hadjar hadn’t possessed the Spirit Sword, he would’ve probably lost their battle, he’d freely admit to it. Still, thinking with your brain and not with another organ was too hard at that age and Shakh could only focus on the slight.
“Let’s just get this over with,” Hadjar sighed.
He would’ve happily taken someone else along instead of Shakh. Not because of his reckless passion, but because the boy made everything tense. But Kharad hadn’t been able to spare anyone else. Moreover, Shakh was the only one out of the four of them who knew the way to the Dead Mountains, wherever they were.
Standing up, Hadjar went over to Ilmena. He tied her hands behind her back and put a gag in her mouth while the girl rubbed herself against him like a cat. She did it so blatantly that even the unflappable Einen turned away.
Hadjar tried not to look at the young man. He felt sorry for Shakh. He remembered how the girls from ‘Innocent Meadow’ (the brothel where he’d lived for five years) had been able to drive young men crazy.
“You certainly know how-”
The gag stopped Ilmena’s teasing. While Hadjar felt sorry for Shakh sometimes, the girl simply annoyed him. Hadjar had even started feeling old as he found himself grumbling about ‘kids these days’ way too often, despite the fact that he was only a few years older than them.
“Let’s go,” he said and pulled Ilmena along with him.
Without trying to hide his approach, with a pre-prepared, torn waterskin on his back, Hadjar walked toward the bandits’ camp. Ilmena followed after him, yanking on the rope and pretending to try and break free.
Her bracelets rang and droplets of sweat glittered in the sun as they ran down her smooth, bronze skin. She wore only a pair of translucent silk pants. Hadjar tried not to turn around or think too hard about the show the watchmen were getting.
Ilmena’s body was so perfect that many men would’ve given their left eye for the chance to see this sort of perfection every day for the rest of their lives.
Hadjar was almost at the gate when a crossbow bolt pierced the sand in front of his feet.
“One more step and the next shot hits your balls!” a guard said from somewhere among the rocks. It was difficult to make out his exact position due to the constant echo.
“If I don’t take a step,” Hadjar wheezed, using the acting abilities that he‘d developed over the years, “I’ll die of thirst.”
“Then die! But do so far away from our camp!”
“I have money!” Hadjar shook his purse.
This time, the echo brought the sound of an arrogant laugh.
“Well, drink that, then!”
Hadjar sighed, turned to Ilmena, and devoured her body with his gaze. Gods and demons, he needed to lay with a woman soon or his body would take control of his will. As he seared the image into his memory, Ilmena pretended to be disgusted by his look, but a triumphant gleam flashed in her eyes.
Hadjar pulled the rope forward with such force that he nearly made the girl fall into the sand. She stumbled but was able to maintain her balance.
“I offer an exchange: three liters of water for this demoness! One liter for each of her holes.”
His words disgusted Ilmena, and Hadjar hated saying them just as much.
“Maybe we can sew one of yours shut and give you a liter less?”
“Two and a half?” Hadjar pleaded with an expertly faked whine.
“Two and not a drop more.”
Hadjar pretended to think about the proposal and then shook his head in mock dismay.
“I won’t need this diamond if I die of thirst,” he sighed and pulled Ilmena forward again. “Two liters and she’ll be all yours.”
Someone laughed on the other side of the gate, then Hadjar heard rapid footsteps and a creak. When a tall, bald man stepped forward holding a shield and a classic sword in his hands, it seemed to Hadjar like the very ground had moved. Or maybe lightning had struck him and run through his every nerve, almost scorching his soul.
What were the odds?
“You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” the bandit asked in Lidish.
Were the gods messing with him again?
“Or maybe you’re just stupid enough to think that we’ll trade with you.”
The blade in the bandit’s hand flashed with green energy, but even before that, Hadjar smiled and grabbed his own sword.
It was truly unbelievable: after almost twelve years, and in a foreign country no less, under the scorching sun of the sands, he’d come across Brom, one of the people he’d wanted to kill for a long time now.
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Realizing that the plan had gone sideways, Ilmena freed her wrists from the seemingly complicated knot. It wasn’t immediately obvious from what folds of her pants she’d taken out her two daggers. Scarlet eagle wings flashed into being behind her and, almost shining with sweat, she gracefully soared through the sky and charged past the open gate leading to the bandits’ camp.
A battle was raging inside. Hadjar heard people screaming and trying to scratch their own eyes out. Shakh’s Sand Dogs were tormenting them, appearing from out of nowhere and cutting the bandits with their tongue-daggers.
A dark flower blossomed. It spun, swaying in an invisible wind. Every drop of the nectar falling from its petals was a powerful blow of Einen’s staff.
Spotting that unfamiliar Technique, Hadjar had to admit that Einen had been telling the truth when he’d said that he hadn’t used all his skills in their spar.
“How many of you are there?” Brom growled, moving his sword forward.
“Enough,” Hadjar answered.
He remembered the past: almost twelve years ago, this drunken mercenary had been traveling with the freak show and had tortured him mercilessly. Every evening, he had made the boy suffer because he was unhappy with his own life.
The crippled Hadjar hadn’t been able to do anything to stop him. Maybe Brom would’ve even killed him if Senta, the mistress of the brothel, hadn’t visited their show one evening. Years had passed and, gods as his witnesses, Hadjar was ready to offer them a grateful sacrifice for this unexpected gift.
“You’ll die first!” The former mercenary roared out.
Life had not been kind to him: terrible, ragged scars covered his arms; an awful, ugly wound was visible across his left eye; three more scars in addition to that had made a mess of his face. Finding him here meant Brom had run from something, but Hadjar didn’t care how the gods had brought them together again.
Brom jumped up like a hare. He tucked his arms and legs in, as if about to dive into the water, and covered his body with his shield. He was trying to protect himself from a possible attack at the moment when he couldn’t dodge.
Hadjar stood still, calm like a mountain before the start of a wild storm.
Putting all his weight into it as he fell back down, the mercenary swung his sword. A cloud of emerald light slid off his blade, turning into a cannonball that tried to pierce Hadjar’s chest. The Technique struck with such power that the ground cracked and the sand seemed to roil like ocean waves.
Hadjar stared into Brom’s eyes. The bandit was celebrating his quick victory already. He was convinced Hadjar was just a common warrior who, perhaps, had been sent by Kurkhadan authorities to deal with the bandits. What could such a weak boy do to him? He wouldn’t even need to really try...
A heavy roar swept through the sky. The battle froze for a moment. Everyone felt two monstrous, terrifying eyes sizing them up like meat. It was as if death itself, assuming the form of a vicious monster, had crept up behind them and was already preparing to take their lives. Some, the most weak-willed there, even turned around.
When Brom landed on the sand, he no longer saw his opponent as an amusing insect to be crushed. Assuming a low stance, he placed his shield in front of him and put his sword atop it. He was preparing not to attack his foe, but to defend himself, to fight for his very life.
“What’s my name, Brom?” the young man asked suddenly.
The former mercenary was thunderstruck. He hadn’t used that name for almost a decade now, from the day he’d had to flee Lidus. How could the boy possibly know it? What Technique had he used to slice his ‘Shooting Star’ in half? Never before had Brom seen so much power and death concentrated in the simple swing of a blade. He could even swear he’d seen a dragon hidden in the attack.
“Do we know each other?” Brom shouted over his shield.
“Do we know each other?” Hadjar repeated. “Until you answer that question, Brom, I won’t kill you.”
Hadjar sheathed his sword and then untied it from his belt. He secured the hilt with tape so that the blade didn’t accidentally slip out. A moment later, he kicked off the ground, using the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique.
His shadow turned into four black birds, and then he appeared to the right of Brom. The bandit didn’t have time to blink before a battering ram struck his side. His bones cracked, a trickle of blood escaped his mouth, and the mercenary was thrown into the air. Hadjar didn’t stop there, however.
Pushing off the ground, he flew up and over Brom and then kicked down, striking his enemy’s chest. The bandit folded in half and fell from the sky like a meteor. The impact was so strong that a sand cloud rose up around the crater it caused, and Brom, wheezing, barely managed to crawl out of it. If not for the Strengthening of the Body Techniques that he’d studied in Lidus, that single kick would’ve broken all his bones and turned his internal organs into mush.
“What’s my name, Brom?” Hadjar asked again.
Brom looked up at the young man. He stood with his sword sheathed. The aura of a practitioner on the verge of reaching the Transformation of the Spirit Stage emanated from him. Damn it! He was a whole stage lower than Brom! However, the mercenary understood that he stood no chance against this monster. He saw his death in the depths of the man’s unyielding eyes.
“Die, you fucking bitch!” Brom roared like a wounded animal.
He gathered his energy, and then struck out with his shield. Many people believed that his main weapon was his sword, but that was what he wanted them to think. In fact, Brom was a shield master, using it both for defense and to attack.
The emerald light turned into an avalanche and rushed toward his enemy. Sharp discs swirled within the attack — phantom images of the sharpened edges of his shield — like starlight.
“Star Flare,” Brom croaked.
Using this attack, he had once been able to injure a true cultivator, a simple practitioner surely had no-
The world froze again. There was no flash, no dragon’s roar, no pressure or insane power. Hadjar launched a simple attack, but put all his knowledge of the Way of the Sword and his inner blade into it, dredging it up from somewhere in the depths of his consciousness. A thin strip of steel light cut through the air. It was light and calm, like a feather in the wind, and as fast as Ilmena at her best. A trail of sand followed behind the strike, as if it was parting the world itself as it flew.
The avalanche stopped, completely negated. A second later, it turned into glittering dust that melted in the air. The attack barely grazed Brom’s shoulder. He flew about thirty steps back. The impact blew away the sand all around him.
“Bastard,” Brom swung his sword, then realized that he couldn’t feel the hilt of his blade, nor his arm, for that matter.
With a cry, he fell to the sand. Dropping his shield, the former mercenary tried to stop the blood spurting from his shoulder. His arm, still clutching the sword, lay next to him.
“Monster!” Brom shouted, realizing with horror that the monster was coming toward him. “Don’t come any closer, you damn monster! Demon!”
Brom wriggled in the sand, trying to crawl away. His self-preservation instincts were forcing him to act, to try and survive. It really felt like this wasn’t a man approaching him, but a predator, a hungry and dangerous beast.
A monster that had been able to cut through his artifact armor and strengthened body. Damn it! Brom could withstand a direct hit from a crossbow bolt and escape with only a bruise!
“What’s my name, Brom?” His voice sounded more like a bestial roar.
“I don’t know! Stay away, monster!”
Hadjar looked at this man he’d never really been afraid of, but had always tried to avoid. He’d been glad to torture a feeble freak. Now, crying piteously, he was dragging himself across the sand and praying to the gods that they allow him to awaken from this terrible nightmare.
“Look at me, Brom! Look at me!”
Hadjar grabbed the bandit by the ear and pulled him up to eye level. They were so close that their noses almost touched. Brom peered into the man’s clear, blue eyes. Despite the rage contained within, they seemed calm and formidable. This man could split the Heavens with only his determination and will.
Brom had seen such eyes only once before. They’d belonged to a miserable freak and it had been because of these eyes that Brom had tortured him. Just to prove to himself that he wasn’t afraid of that look.
“You...” he croaked. “But how... You’re a freak. A cripple. No. You aren’t him. You aren’t Hadjar... You...”
Hadjar released the bandit’s ear. He unsheathed his blade and held it over Brom’s neck. He’d waited so long for this moment... And how sweet it was.
The sword whistled down. At the last second, Hadjar stopped it. An annoyed Azrea stood on Brom’s chest. But she wasn’t growling at Hadjar’s enemy. For the first time in all the years they’d spent together, she was growling at Hadjar.
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“Are you crazy?” Hadjar roared at her.
The sword trembled slightly in his hands. Hadjar could barely restrain himself. A dragon raged in his eyes, and the air around him was saturated with cutting steel and pure death.
If a mere mortal had appeared next to Hadjar at that moment, one wrong move could’ve left them in hundreds of pieces. But Azrea, her claws digging into Brom’s chest, stood motionless. Her fur bristled and her yellow eyes were as furious as Hadjar’s own. Their gazes met.
Hadjar’s heart sank.
He noticed his reflection in Azrea’s eyes. The person he saw there was not Hadjar Traves, the northerner, not even the Mad General. He saw the shadow of the man whom he sometimes pitied, but more often than not, hated. He didn’t see his own hands holding the sword. His eyes weren’t the ones looking at his defeated enemy. The chest that was heaving wasn’t his chest. Even his thoughts weren’t his own.
The sword above Brom wasn’t being held by Hadjar, but by Primus.
The animal’s fur smoothed down. Azrea stopped growling and jumped off Brom’s body. She went over to Hadjar and, purring, rubbed up against his legs. She seemed to be saying: “I understand. Don’t be afraid. I’m here. It’s okay...”
She climbed up onto his shoulder, buried herself in his turban, and immediately fell asleep. She was certain that everything would be fine with her two-legged friend.
Hadjar drew back from Brom.
The rage didn’t abate in his eyes. His sword didn’t return to its scabbard, and the call of battle didn’t disappear from the air. The black wind circling his feet became slightly bluish, like a spring breeze brushing across a flowering field.
“Stand up, Brom,” Hadjar growled. “Take up your weapon and face me like a warrior. I won’t kill you like this. It would dishonor both of us.”
Brom didn’t get up right away. Maybe he hoped that if he remained prone, then this ghost from his past would eventually leave him alone. Or that he would simply wake up, get drunk, and try to forget about this terrible nightmare.
Was Brom still a warrior, or had he become a chekhar? The bandit discarded his shield and took up his sword, so he was still a warrior.
Leaning on his blade, Brom barely managed to get up and straighten his back.
They looked at each other for a moment, and then the mercenary screamed and raised his sword above his head. He even took a step forward, but it was too late.
Hadjar turned into a black shadow, making a single move. He sheathed his sword, now standing behind his foe. Brom looked at the clear, blue sky. At that moment, as blood poured from his severed throat, he missed his homeland. Then darkness took him.
His severed head rolled across the ground and then his body finally collapsed into the sand. Hadjar exhaled and looked up at the sky.
“Good attempt,” he said, showing his middle finger to the sun.
Had the gods brought them together to remind Hadjar of his past? Or had they done so to lead him astray? Take away the only thing Hadjar had and truly appreciated. If not for Azrea, he would’ve surely faltered by now, choosing the easier, dishonorable path when faced with the choice.
“Thank you,” Hadjar whispered softly.
In response, he heard the sleeping tigress sniff.
Turning around, Hadjar made a half-step toward the bandit camp and disappeared, turning into five ravens.
The battle was in full swing.
Ilmena’s red wings fluttered among the blood and screams. Her daggers, like the vicious claws of a bird, tore out the hearts and souls of the bandits. She deflected arrows and crossbow bolts with ease as she fought and dodged various Techniques. She was like a ghost moving with ethereal speed and ready to kill anyone in its path.
Below, at the very center of the battle, a sandstorm raged. The dogs’ howling deafened the fighters. The bandit’s screams were chilling. They fell, barely touching the sandy shroud. Thousands of grains of sand pierced their bodies like sharp needles. They got into their veins, tearing apart their muscles and organs from the inside. People dried up, turning into sand-filled bags made of skin and armor.
Shakh was in the middle of this sandy hell. Plumes of sand rushed where his arms pointed, and two daggers shone in his dogs’ jaws. At that moment, he didn’t look like a stupid, lovestruck boy at all, but like a terrible spirit of the desert.
And then the shadows descended. They danced in the Sandstone Gorge like demons cavorting among howling sinners. Einen swam through the darkness easily and freely. Black apes sprung from his staff to break and tear his foes apart. Ink flowers bloomed sometimes, turning people into broken heaps of flesh and bone.
Compared to his companions, Hadjar looked inconspicuous. He was just walking through this battlefield, calm and relaxed, as if taking a stroll through the palace garden in Lidus.
A bandit tried to attack him, only to realize that his arm had fallen to the sand. With a scream, he clutched the stump, but then his cry subsided as his head was separated from his shoulders.
Hadjar’s movements were quick and subtle. His sword seemed to have disappeared from his hands and only the fact the air itself seemed to cut down bandits showed that the northerner was also contributing to the battle.
There were no truly strong practitioners among the bandits. They’d captured caravans using cruelty and numbers. Brom had sometimes intervened, being the strongest among them.
The battle didn’t take long. With four strong practitioners fighting together — all of them able to keep up with a Heaven Soldier — the bandits stood no chance.
Soon, Hadjar saw crimson soak into the sand. He calmed his frantically beating heart and drowned out the military drums in his ears.
Suddenly, he noticed that he was squeezing the Moon Army medallion in his free left hand. It would be foolish to believe that he could forget about his past in just a couple of months. He had a long ways to go before he left it behind.
“I’d hoped for a glorious battle,” Einen sighed, emerging from Hadjar’s shadow, “but it turned into a slaughter.”
Hadjar just nodded. He felt the same. There’d been no point in hatching a plan — they’d killed the whole camp easily. There was no glory or honor in this.
“I’ve heard the islanders have strong wine.”
Einen nodded.
Soon, Ilmena appeared with a red flash. She’d already found a white caftan and put it on. Frankly, neither Hadjar nor Einen were happy about that.
Shakh appeared last.
“47 bandits,” he said. “I bet you killed less.”
Ilmena snorted and crossed her arms over her chest.
“52,” the warrior answered proudly. “This proves that your victory in the tournament was a fluke.”
“You started a few seconds before me,” Shakh shrugged. “Strangers, how many did you get?”
Hadjar and Einen didn’t answer. They walked past the ‘children’ and moved in almost perfect unison toward the cave that had the bars over it. As their feet touched the sandstone, the islander nudged Hadjar slightly.
“I’m faster,” he whispered.
His sandal had touched the cave floor a fraction of a moment earlier.
“They’re a bad influence on you,” Hadjar smiled.
Ilmena and Shakh were soon standing next to them. They kept silent and emanated remorse. In the heat of battle, they’d completely forgotten about the people who weren’t in this camp of their own free will.
With one slash of his sword, Hadjar cut the bars into pieces. With a booming echo, they slid down the gorge.
“Honorable warriors,” a voice rasped from the darkness. “Water, honorable warriors. Please, give us water.”
Ilmena whispered something and a red fireball burst from her dagger. It lit up the cave and Hadjar cursed.
It was as he’d expected, there were slaves inside. Or people who’d been enslaved by the bandits. In the desert, despite all its apparent ‘honesty’, slavery was extremely popular. Slaves were freely traded in special markets. Many of the people who ruled the desert cities owned thousands of slaves. Of course, the bandits hadn’t been able to resist the allure of such a profitable business.
The cave was full of exhausted, chained up men, women, and children of different ages. Hadjar turned to Shakh, who had a waterskin.
The boy didn’t move.
“Think about it, Northerner. Even if we do give them all our water, it’ll only prolong their agony. They won’t survive alone in the desert.”
“They won’t be alone,” Hadjar answered. “We’ll take them to the caravan.”
Surprisingly, Hadjar saw absolute confusion in Ilmena and Shakh’ eyes.
“You’re stupid, Northerner,” the boy continued. “Do you think they have the money to afford travelling in our caravan? Or will one of them be able to do a lot of invaluable work in the near future? We barely have enough food and water for our own needs. Why would we take on a useless burden?”
“Burden? So these poor people, your own countrymen, are just a burden? Is this what the vaunted camaraderie of the desert amounts to?”
Shakh only shook his head.
“You don’t know the desert, stranger, nor its laws. We simply can’t help these slaves.”
There were only a couple of things that could make Hadjar completely lose his cool: getting slapped and hearing the word ‘slave’.
Hadjar’s sword was against Shakh’s neck faster than the boy could draw his daggers.
“Make a choice. Your water or your life, boy.”
Suddenly, something was poking his side.
“Choose,” Ilmena hissed in his ear, “your life or the slaves’ lives.”
“Don’t move, honorable Ilmena,” Einen said, his staff laid across the girl’s shoulder.
“Follow your own advice, islander,” Shakh grunted. One of his sandy dogs stood on the arch of the cave and a sharp dagger hung over Einen’s head.
Hadjar’s sword never wavered. The General’s medallion felt like it was glued to his skin. For some reason, Hadjar believed that while the amulet was with him, he wouldn’t die or become a monster.
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Hadjar understood Shakh’s point of view, the boy was just being pragmatic. The caravan really couldn’t afford to take on about twenty extra people. Moreover, they wouldn’t be able to work their fee off any time soon.
The strongest of the prisoners still looked awful, especially the women. The young and beautiful girls had gotten the worst of it. Some of them, wrapped in rags, were sitting on the floor and swaying from side to side, staring at the wall with empty eyes.
Hadjar had seen this before, more than once, unfortunately, and wasn’t shocked by it, but Shakh hadn’t. He was trying not to look at the slaves. He was looking at the tattoos on Einen’s head instead, and his sand dog did the same.
“So it all comes down to money?” Hadjar asked.
“No one will give them free water or food,” Shakh nodded. “Of course, we are guards ourselves, and earn our coin protecting the caravan. Few people want to risk their lives for those who can’t pay them for it. These people suffered horribly. Nevertheless, it’s their fault. I didn’t harm them. My soul is unstained.”
It was hard to argue with his logic. Indeed, Shakh had every right to consider himself not responsible for these people’s fate. Their mission had been to destroy the bandits’ camp. They’d done that. Nothing else mattered to the boy.
“Well,” Hadjar sighed, “if it’s just about the money...”
He moved his sword away from the boy’s neck. With a clang, he returned it to its scabbard and turned to Ilmena.
“And just when I was starting to like poking you,” the girl grunted and stopped pointing her daggers at Hadjar’s ribs.
After that, the sand dog disappeared, and the dagger in its mouth moved over to Shakh’s belt. Einen was the last to lower his weapon, as he was too distrustful and cautious.
“Can any of you move around on your own?” Hadjar shouted into the cave.
At first, no one answered, then an old but strong woman got up. Her right eye had been knocked out, and her left hand hung limp at her side, but she looked determined. Her gray hair was gathered in a tight, long braid.
“I can, stranger,” her voice was stern.
“There are some bandit corpses below. You can take anything you find on them. Maybe that will be enough to buy you a place in Rahaim’s caravan. It will pass near here in the next few days.”
“Hadjar!” Ilmena exclaimed. “You can’t do that!”
“I can,” Hadjar interrupted. “99 bandits are your and Shakh’s spoils of war, I don’t lay claim to them. About the same number are my kills. According to your laws, I now own all they owned and can do with it as I please. So I am.”
A heavy silence filled the cave.
“You’re an idiot, barbarian.” The words were uttered by three voices at once: Shakh’s, Ilmena’s and... The old woman’s, who, despite the pain she was in, walked out of the cave. A few more men and women followed after her. As they walked past, Hadjar tried not to look at them.
“You can’t just give away resources in the Sea of Sand, stranger,” Ilmena said with a note of disappointment in her voice. “Your life might depend on them.”
“I can take care of myself.”
Ilmena swore and waved her hand sharply.
“Do as you wish,” she answered. “We’ll meet back at the entrance in two hours. Unlike you, I’m going to take everything that is rightfully mine.”
The scarlet wings flashed into being once more and the warrior evaporated. Shakh, shaking his head, followed her down. In Lidus, this was called looting, but out, here it was normal. If a person won their battle, then everything that had belonged to their defeated foe was theirs.
Many centuries ago, it had been possible to take someone’s home, spouse, children, and so on, like this. Fortunately, these days, the custom only applied to the personal belongings of the slain or what was on them at the moment of their death.
“I’m delighted with your noble act,” Einen whispered. “But I’m not going to do the same. Back on the islands, we also do our best to avoid squandering money and resources.”
With these words, the islander, after patting Hadjar on the shoulder, disappeared into the shadows. He went after Ilmena and Shakh to collect his share of the loot from the fallen bandits.
It shouldn’t take them long, as bandits didn’t usually carry a lot with them. The two hours had been allotted more to make sure they had time to bury them than for looting. According to the custom, the one who’d won the fight was responsible for laying their foe’s body to rest.
“We don’t actually squander them in Lidus,” Hadjar answered into the void.
Hadjar’s attitude toward resources had never been understood by his countrymen, either. Only Dogar had understood him, may his ancestors be favorable to him. Perhaps it was thanks to his teachings that Hadjar could easily part with almost everything that seemed valuable to others.
Hadjar turned to the slaves who’d remained in the cave and wished them good luck using a local phrase: “May the Great Stars illuminate your path.”
Turning around, he left the cave. The slaves’ fate was now in their hands and in the hands of those who’d gone to collect the loot. Hadjar was shocked to find the waterskin sitting by the entrance. The same one that Shakh had been ready to shed blood for just a couple of minutes ago.
Well, maybe the young man wasn’t as heartless as he appeared to be at first glance.
Considering that Hadjar had ‘donated’ all his loot to ‘charity’, he didn’t have much to do in the destroyed camp. There was only one minor duty that he would’ve fulfilled even without a custom to urge him.
Going over to one of the broken tents, he gathered up the sticks and branches which served as the supports and the fence. Shouldering them, he left the gorge.
As Hadjar was building the funeral pyres, the sun was dipping down in the west. Night would soon come — a time that was far more terrible and dangerous than daytime.
At night, cold weather and predators came to the Sea of Sand. The latter slept beneath the sand and dunes during the daytime and went hunting only at night. To encounter even a small pack of Sand Wolves at the Alpha stage was certain death for even the strongest practitioners, not to mention the ordinary, weaker passengers of the caravan.
After erecting the pyre, Hadjar covered it with branches and a veil. He put Brom’s body on the pyre. He put the dead man’s shield and sword on his foe’s chest so that he could meet the ancestors with his weapons in his hands. He also poured sand over his eyes — to symbolize the land where the mercenary had died.
As Hadjar was preparing the ritual, the wind started blowing. It blew in from the north-east — the direction where Brom’s and Hadjar’s homeland was. It probably wanted to take the soul of the man, who had played an important role in making Hadjar the man he was today, back with it. Nothing tempered someone’s character quite like constantly having to look into the eyes of a person who could take your life with a single snap of his fingers without flinching or backing down.
Suddenly, the wind kicked up a sandstorm and Hadjar had to cover his face with his hand. Staggering, he leaned on Brom’s shield. A creak sounded and the iron core of the shield shifted slightly, revealing a small sheet of folded papyrus.
Hadjar took the find and, turning it around, smiled slightly.
Damned Brom!
The bandit hadn’t been able to do anything honestly. That old, greedy asshole! The map indicated where the bandit leader’s personal stash was located. Their ‘shared loot’, according to the custom, would go to Kharad, who would then distribute it. However, Brom’s personal effects belonged to Hadjar alone.
“I should pray for the ancestors to show you mercy, man,” Hadjar smiled at the corpse, “but, forgive me, I won’t. You’ll have to deal with them on your own.”
Hadjar took out some flint and brought it to the pyre. It soon lit up. The logs cracked and pillars of black smoke filled the air. Maybe some people would’ve recoiled, but during the years of war, Hadjar had gotten used to the smell of burning flesh and the sight of funeral pyres.
Waiting there for a bit, as if seeing off Brom’s soul, Hadjar threw a handful of sand at the pyre in the man’s memory and went to search for his ‘treasure’.
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Following the map, Hadjar quickly found the right place. Brom had been an experienced mercenary, so he hadn’t buried his ‘treasure’ under any obvious landmarks. He’d counted out a few steps away from one of the sandstones, then turned to the side at a straight angle and then just taken a few more steps.
Using his scabbard as a makeshift shovel, Hadjar started digging. The sand easily succumbed to his efforts and Hadjar soon heard a dull, wooden thump. Standing waist deep in the hole he’d dug, he pulled out a small chest, examining it under the starlight.
Looking around, Hadjar climbed out of the pit and sat down in front of his spoils. The chest looked quite plain. It was made from red wood, with triangular patterns around the edges. No frills, carvings, inlays, or keyholes.
Just a wooden box.
Hadjar looked at the map again, but didn’t find any clues written on it. He even tried to apply the papyrus to the box in different ways, but nothing happened. Grabbing a knife, Hadjar tried to find any openings between the lid and the sides, but there was none.
“Damned artifact,” Hadjar sighed.
He’d never seen anything like it before. He could’ve asked his companions for help, but Hadjar decided not to.
By the gods, Hadjar was once again lamenting the fact that he couldn’t use the neuronet. It had been rebooting for almost two years now. Trying to predict the Patriarch’s moves had been too much for the computing chip to handle. Worst of all, Hadjar was sure that he would’ve won without its support anyway.
“Well, then I’ll figure this out myself.”
Placing the chest across his knees, Hadjar closed his eyes and slowly began to meditate. Gradually, the outline of the world around him blurred. Darkness mixed with light and the rusting sand seemed to merge with the sky. Then it all disappeared, submerged underneath the endless waters of the River of Energy.
Hadjar hovered in it, feeling as if he was home. He’d been here so often that he could navigate it quite well. He no longer had to spend several hours on finding which direction the Sword Spirit was in.
In this state, Hadjar was able to see what the world consisted of, which was an endless mixture of different energies. Perhaps this was some kind of deep and powerful knowledge that had been hidden from Hadjar so far.
Among the various energies, Hadjar saw a small, square, blurry silhouette. The chest looked like a foggy stone in this world. Mentally, Hadjar moved closer to it. Distance and time didn’t really exist in here. Nevertheless, the fact they were sort of simulated helped Hadjar orient himself.
Once he got closer, he was able to examine the chest in its energy form. Its entire surface was covered in a complex pattern made up of lines of various colors. Each color was its own type of energy, and each node was where they intertwined.
Hadjar had never seen anything like it in his life. Unless... The Patriarch’s ring... Hadjar looked at the chain he wore around his neck, where that ring had hung for almost two years. Previously, he’d never been able to look at it this way. Placing it on his palm, Hadjar strained his sight and immediately regretted doing so.
The pattern on the chest, even if complicated, was unable to destroy an observer’s mind. However, a quick glance at the Patriarch’s ring had nearly been enough to send Hadjar to his ancestors or turn him into a vegetable.
Placing the ring back on the chain, Hadjar looked at the chest again. Judging by the fact that the pattern in the center was slightly frayed and seemed to be incomplete, that was the key. A key that only the one for whom the artifact had been made possessed. Apparently, they would have to place their palm on it and use energy in a special way for the chest to open.
“Forgive me, Brom,” Hadjar thought.
He turned toward his subconscious, and his ‘sword’ appeared. At the moment, it was shapeless, like a cloud in the sky. Just a concentration of the energy of the Sword Spirit, but to Hadjar, it was still his ‘sword’.
Swinging it, Hadjar struck the chest. The patterns of the energies shifted and shimmered, but didn’t disappear. That didn’t stop Hadjar. He kept raining down blows. Time stopped for him and only his goal remained.
Gradually, the energy patterns weakened, until after his thousandth attempt, they stopped shimmering and disappeared with a slight hiss.
Click. The sound brought Hadjar back to the real world.
Judging by the position of the stars and the shining moon, he’d spent at least 90 minutes meditating. Nevertheless, it had been worth it — the chest was open. Inside, on a cushion of red velvet, were several very full leather wallets. Hadjar wasn’t particularly greedy. He’d always believed that all he needed was good tobacco and a sharp sword. However, he’d begun to feel that sometimes the quality of his tobacco and the sharpness of his sword depended not only on him, but also on the amount of money he spent on them.
The first wallet contained ten large Imperial coins: a small fortune by the standards of the border provinces or a couple of nice dinners in the center of the Empire. The second and third wallets were full of various gemstones. Mostly rubies and agates. There were no diamonds to be found here.
It wasn’t much. However, over the years he’d spent in the freak show, Hadjar had gotten to know Brom’s habits rather well. Taking up his knife again, Hadjar began working on the velvet padding.
Just as he’d expected, there was a small indentation under the edge of the fabric. Wedging the tip of his knife into it, Hadjar forced it upwards and the false bottom flew off with a bang. Below, wrapped in a piece of leather, lay a small bundle.
Hadjar picked it up, unwound it, swallowed, wrapped it back up, and put it away in his pockets. Until then, he’d thought that the gods surely disliked him. However, there was someone in the palace of the Jasper Emperor who was helping him. Only that could explain how Brom had had the core of a monster at the King stage. It was much weaker than the core of Azrea’s mother had been, but still. A beast at this stage was comparable in strength to a weak Spirit Knight.
“Okay, you win.” Hadjar stood up and saluted the funeral pyre. “May your forefathers be merciful to you, Brom Ragwar.”
Hadjar put the wallets in his pockets, each in a different one. Just in case.
He threw the broken box into the pit and covered it back up. He managed to do so just in time. Soon after, familiar voices sounded close by.
“I want to see his face,” Shakh laughed.
“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with you,” Ilmena’s voice was also cheerful.
Hadjar turned around and immediately grabbed the handle of his blade. Four huge lizards were rushing toward him. The size of a camel, they resembled frogs, only they had saddles on them and unnaturally long necks. They moved with terrifying speed, their legs moving like wheels. Einen, riding atop one of them, was almost green.
“Northerner,” Ilmena patted her creature’s neck, “This is an Oasis Frog. They’re not as fast as the Desert Ravens, but if we ride them, we’ll get to the Dead Mountains faster than on camels.”
“And where did you find these?” Hadjar winced slightly.
“The bandits had a ‘stable’. There are five more of these beauties in there, but we don’t need that many.”
Hadjar nodded. In the desert, it wasn’t customary to carry any ‘excess’ baggage with you, only valuables or necessities.
“I would say that I’d even prefer horses to these,” Hadjar went up to the available reptile and put his foot in the stirrup. He already felt sick. “But I think we won’t be coming across any of those in the near future.”
Ilmena and Shakh laughed, but Einen just nodded sadly.
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Surprisingly, riding on the overgrown frogs turned out to be rather comfortable. Of course, Hadjar still wasn’t overjoyed to ride one, but at least it was tolerable. He was scared of the way the frogs ran. Each of the frogs’ four legs moved independently. They spun around like the blades of a windmill, kicking up clouds of sand in their wake.
The frogs rushed along dunes as easily as they did on smooth areas. They almost swam across the crests of the dunes, sliding down on their bellies, which delighted Ilmena and Shakh. Einen and Hadjar felt queasy and gripped their reins tighter whenever they did this.
Shakh led them. He was the only one who knew not just the shortest, but the correct path to the Dead Mountains. Hadjar didn’t understand how the boy could orient himself in the lifeless landscape that never seemed to change.
Shakh sometimes moved his head back, peered at the sky for a long time, and sharply changed direction. Hadjar always followed where the boy’s gaze had been directed, but couldn’t figure out what he was seeing in the azure skies.
By the evening of the first day of their mad dash, Hadjar was no longer trying to solve the mystery of the boy’s strange navigational abilities. He was simply glad to get out of the saddle and stand on firm ground... Or sand, in this case.
A few leather ragbags were tied to their saddles. Ilmena, Shakh, and Einen kept their most valuable loot in theirs. Of course, they hadn’t taken boots or armor. Nobody needed those. They’d taken weapons, items that could be sold and, of course, money. As Hadjar had refused his share of the loot, the brushwood and branches had been stuffed into his bags.
Shakh and Ilmena were currently making a fire using them. The process differed from how it was done in Lidus. Neither Einen nor Hadjar could do it quickly or expertly enough.
Soon, after wrapping themselves up in blankets, the four were crowded around the merrily crackling bonfire. Steam escaped from their mouths. It was not only cold, but windy as well. Starlight illuminated everything softly.
Eating some roots and water, they agreed on watch shifts and fell asleep, curled up in their blankets with their backs to the fire.
Hadjar had taken first watch.
About an hour later, he got up and moved away from their camp. The huge moon seemed to hang right above his head. It felt like if he wanted to, he could reach out and grab it. Hadjar took out the simple metal chain that he wore around his neck. The General’s medallion of the Moon Army and the Patriarch’s ring hung on it.
Hadjar placed the ring in his palm. He didn’t dare look at the lines of the energy patterns again. After he turned the ring over in his hands a few times, he was about to put it on his index finger when he heard:
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Northerner.”
Hadjar hadn’t fully gotten used to Einen’s habits quite yet, so when the islander emerged from the shadows, he flinched. It was kind of creepy to see a black bubble boil up and then have a human silhouette emerge from it, like a nymph rising up from the water.
“If that isn’t yours, then my advice is that you don’t put it on,” the islander repeated. “Judging by the look on your face, the ring didn’t always belong to you.”
Hadjar looked at the bald man carefully and hung the ring back on his chain. Einen nodded approvingly and took out his thin pipe from the folds of his caftan. They were soon smoking together, looking at the night sky. It was beautiful out here.
“Do you know anything about the ring?” Hadjar asked.
“Nope,” Einen answered.
Every time the stars appeared in the sky, the islander became a little strange. At these moments, Hadjar understood that he knew nothing about this man with the weird-colored eyes and Techniques that didn’t fit with the staff he wielded. Well, if Hadjar had decided to travel through the desert in an attempt to escape from his past, then why couldn’t someone else do the same?
“I’ve already seen rings like it.” The islander’s voice sounded muffled, like the murmuring of water. “Try not to show it in public, Northerner. It’s unlikely that mere trinkets are stored in that Space Ring. Any true cultivator could easily open it.”
Hadjar blinked a couple of times and involuntarily touched the ring, the cost of which would apparently be difficult to overestimate.
Serra had told him about such things as well. The witch had said that she’d seen something like that on her teacher’s finger. With a wave of his hand, her teacher had been able to take almost fifty scrolls and books out of such a ring. Fifty books... They would’ve normally taken up a small room!
Nobody had these kinds of rings in Lidus, not even the Imperial Governor. To outlying kingdoms, Spatial Rings were fiction, tales brought by wanderers and merchants from the distant and mythical Empire.
In Darnassus, Spatial Rings were absurdly expensive. Not even every cultivator could afford to buy such an artifact.
Hadjar’s breathing quickened.
For almost two years, he had been wearing something that he could’ve been killed on the spot for. By the gods, if he hadn’t left most of his belongings with Lian before visiting the capital for the final part of his plan, then... He was scared to even think of how that adventure would’ve ended if the Governor had seen the Spatial Ring hanging around his neck.
On the other hand...
“Do you know how to open it?”
Einen’s lips twitched slightly.
“Do I look like a member of the imperial aristocracy to you? Or maybe the son of a mighty Patriarch of a great sect or school? Even in Darnassus, these kinds of rings are very rare. Very few practitioners can handle using the amount of energy required to control them. I don’t know how you, Northerner, got a hold of such a treasure, but I would advise you to hide it as best you can.”
Hadjar nodded, agreeing with the islander. Nevertheless, he didn’t remove the ring from his chain. It had hung there for a long time now and nobody had noticed it, so there was no reason to change where he kept it. He had plenty of time to figure out where to hide the artifact.
Yet, his curiosity and greed was tormenting Hadjar — what had the Patriarch stored inside this ‘portable safe’ of his? Certainly not a couple of spare pants or an extra scabbard.
Suddenly, Hadjar realized something.
“Why did you stop me?”
Einen turned to Hadjar.
“I don’t know much about these things, but I know one thing for certain: if you don’t bind it to yourself, then it’ll harm you. Maybe you would’ve just lost a finger. Or maybe even your life.”
It was a good thing that Hadjar hadn’t tried to put the ring on before then.
“Thank you,” Hadjar said sincerely.
Einen just shrugged.
“It was just a coincidence, Northerner. I can’t sleep when there are so many stars in the sky. I wanted to talk to you, but now I can see that you will be preoccupied with your thoughts. Try to get some sleep. I’ll finish up your shift.”
Einen turned away and gazed at the stars. What did he see up there?
Hadjar returned to the fire. When he fell asleep, he had no doubt that he was safe. He trusted the islander, not completely, but enough.
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After seeing the sand fountains, Hadjar had thought that he would rarely be surprised by anything anymore. As it turned out, the world had just begun to show him its miracles and mysteries.
On the third day of their hurried journey, they reached the Dead Mountains. They first spotted the high, white mountains on the horizon, which were so white that it was impossible to look at them for long because their eyes would water.
The closer the four of them got to their destination, the more distinct the mountains’ silhouettes became. They looked like titanic trees. Hadjar could even discern the bark, branches, and even a few hollows in the ‘trees’. However, this was all a trick of the light, as these were still mountains that rose up from the sand. They were topped with flat, oval plateaus. What had seemed to be branches from afar turned out to actually be numerous natural bridges connecting the mountains, and the ‘hollows’ were caves, made by people or by the wind, sand, and time.
A tent city had sprung up at the foot of the mountains, consisting primarily of a huge number of round tents. Weirdly dressed people scurried between them. Their caftans were draped over white robes. They wore tight, wide belts with large metal plaques on them. Their turbans weren’t tied off, but secured with short, curved daggers. Everyone seemed to carry weapons around here: from small children, proudly walking with knives tucked into their belts, to the old women, leaning on spear-canes. Hadjar hadn’t thought he’d ever see a sharp dagger atop a walking cane.
Despite everyone being armed, Hadjar didn’t feel any especially strong auras. Only the echoes of some true cultivators’ presence. This made him far less happy.
An ordinary cultivator could easily send a couple dozen strong practitioners to the next world. In their caravan, only Shakar and Rahaim were cultivators. That made Hadjar and the others nervous.
“By the Great Turtle,” Einen gasped suddenly. “Take a closer look at these mountains, Northerner. May the high waves have mercy on me...”
Hadjar snapped out of his musings. Passing by the Bedouins, Hadjar was able to look at the mountains more closely. He strained his eyes and was astonished.
The Dead Mountains transformed before his eyes once again. In fact, the ‘Dead’ part of their name was quite literal. Most of the caves weren’t caves at all, but pores. The plateaus at their tops were joints. Their bright, white color could be explained by the fact that the damned mountains were actually a skeleton.
The damned Bedouins were living in the remains of a gigantic monster! This beast had once been capable of flattening the entire capital of Lidus with a single wave of its paw! The mountains stretched out for many miles, and it was difficult to imagine the size of the creature back when it had still been alive.
“You win, Shakh,” Ilmena grumbled, throwing two coins to the boy. “I’d hoped that they wouldn’t be impressed.”
“All the strangers are impressed when they first realize what these are,” Shakh shrugged, then put the money in his bag. “Uncle said that some even faint.”
Einen and Hadjar swore, each in his own native language. This made the desert dwellers smile, but not for long. Soon, Hadjar felt like someone was watching them. He looked at the sky, covered his eyes with his hand, and saw a gigantic falcon soaring through the air. Although, compared to the enormous skeleton, the bird didn’t seem all that big.
A couple of minutes later, its owner appeared. He was still riding his huge lizard. Kharad rode in on his desert raven.
“That was fast,” he remarked instead of greeting them. “We’d presumed you would take a couple more days. Where did you get the frogs?”
“We borrowed them from the bandits,” Shakh smiled smugly, as if he’d personally stormed an incredibly fortified enemy camp, heroically killed all the bandits, fought their leader off, and along the way, saved several princesses and also been crowned the king of a small oasis and was now reaping the benefits.
“Since we’re now all here, we won’t waste any time. Sular’s falcon brought a message from the caravan. They will soon pass through this region of the Dead Mountains. I’ve already scheduled an appointment with one of the leaders of the local tribe.”
“When will the meeting be taking place?” Einen asked.
Kharad frowned slightly. Apparently, he didn’t really like what was happening.
“Now,” he said bluntly.
Suddenly, Kharad turned his raven around and galloped off toward the rest of his squad. To Hadjar’s surprise, Sular didn’t join them. In the same silent manner, the man saluted the four and went off into the desert.
For some reason, Hadjar didn’t like the look of things. Still, there was nothing to do, he had to follow his commander. All sorts of people scurried about. Not only the Bedouins, but scouts and negotiators from other caravans as well. Gradually, Hadjar learned to distinguish them from the local tribe. Looking closely, he could spot some unique, distinctive features.
“Doesn’t this seem strange to you?” Einen asked Hadjar quietly. He used the language of the islands, which made Ilmena and Shakh glance at the two of them, but they were soon no longer paying attention to what was happening behind them.
“What exactly?”
“That he sent us after the bandits. Didn’t Sular see that they weren’t strong fighters?”
Hadjar had thought the same thing. Indeed, there was something suspicious about what was going on. As if Kharad was trying to get rid of them, and Ilmena and Shakh weren’t helping them, but instead keeping an eye on them.
“You’re right,” Hadjar nodded. “But I don’t understand why they needed to separate us from the squad?”
“To get here before us.”
“Why?”
Einen didn’t answer. He just ran his hands along his staff and looked at Hadjar.
“I don’t know, Northerner, but it’s better for us to stay alert. There’s something wrong here. The Great Turtle as my witness, it seems like this caravan has some odd motivations, beyond just reaching the Empire.”
Hadjar shared the islander’s concerns. Moreover, when they rode up to the local leader’s tent (the largest and most ornate one), they saw too many guards stationed there.
Hadjar’s experience allowed him to discern that this was due to fear. Otherwise, why would the leader have placed three dozen guards at the entrance, all at once? There was only one answer — he was afraid of something or someone.
Einen and Hadjar looked at each other and nodded silently, putting their hands on their weapons.
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The guards didn’t search them and let them into the tent with their weapons. Their mounts were left nearby, with the Bedouins who were clearly nervous.
Just as Hadjar had expected, an atmosphere of bliss and relaxation reigned inside the tent. Half-naked young girls lay on the pillows. Clothed only in transparent, silk outfits, they lit pipes, then passed them over to the men.
The Bedouins’ skin color was slightly different from the desert dwellers’ own. It was darker, rougher, and often covered in long, wide wrinkles. All the men had broadswords and sabers tucked away behind their belts. They emitted an aura of practitioners at the Transformation stage. Thanks to such an overt demonstration of power, it was quite easy to determine who their leader was. He wasn’t sitting in the center, but somewhere off to the side.
Two beauties sat on either side of him. The girls were as attractive as Ilmena, or even more so. The leader’s gold-embroidered turban was secured with a curved, silver dagger. His expensive caftan spread out on the ground like a fan, but he had a real, deadly weapon on his belt, without any frills on the handle. He emitted the aura of a true cultivator.
Kharad stepped forward, holding a small mahogany chest. Bowing low, he uttered something in a gruff language that somewhat resembled the desert dialect. Hadjar was fluent in the local language, but didn’t understand this variant of it.
The leader waved his hand lazily. Two strong warriors rose from their pillows and took the chest. They silently examined it for a while. Hadjar guesses by their slightly glazed looks that they were using meditation to peer at its energy currents.
After making sure that the offering wasn’t dangerous, the chest was handed over to their leader. He didn’t open it, just put it down next to him and waved his hand again. This time, the gesture was directed at Kharad.
The head scout bowed and sat on the pillows next to the leader. They began a leisurely dialogue.
“Do you understand them?” Hadjar whispered to Ilmena.
The girl glanced at Hadjar and nodded. ‘They’re discussing the conditions for the caravan being allowed to pass through,” Ilmena began to translate. “Kharad offering ten young camels, forty liters of water, and gold.”
The leader stroked his sharp, thick beard thoughtfully. With another wave of his hand, he called one of his men over to him. They spent some time whispering about something. Finally, he answered, and Kharad’s face changed. There was no need to translate this time.
“The leader doesn’t agree,” Ilmena whispered. “He says they have enough water and camels this season. And that his people don’t really need gold.”
Wow, could such people really exist? In all seriousness, it was easy to explain. They were a nomadic people. They only returned to the Dead Mountains at the end of the season. Why would they bother to carry shiny metal across the desert? Everything they needed, they either made themselves or took from others.
Kharad had been ready for such a turn of events. He was the one to wave his hand this time, calling for one of his squad members. They whispered to one another. Hadjar tried to follow their lip movements, but it wasn’t easy to ‘read’ a foreign language that you’d spoken for only several months. Soon, the scout nodded and left. For some time, a blissful silence hung in the tent. Hadjar and the others were seated on the pillows. Slender, dark-skinned beauties immediately clung to the men. They offered the guests wooden pipes and hookahs containing a whitish liquid. Hadjar refused. He’d heard that these Bedouins usually smoke tobacco, but a light drug, and at the moment, he needed to keep his wits about him.
The rest, including Einen, accepted. Although, Hadjar soon noticed that the islander was only pretending to smoke. In fact, he had no intention of letting his mind get hazy due to the drug.
The leader and Kharad chatted peacefully about something. Ilmena didn’t translate for him, which meant it wasn’t anything serious.
Suddenly, Hadjar realized that he had a terrible headache. He’d never loved dealing with the intrigues and intricacies of other people’s plans. He’d always acted quickly and boldly, snatching what he considered rightfully his from the clutches of fate. Now, Hadjar felt helpless and stuck. It was a vile, unpleasant feeling.
Hadjar looked at the sword lying across his lap. If he’d been stronger, would he have tried to simply carve a path forward?
When the scout returned to the tent, Einen put his hand on Hadjar’s shoulder. Kharad’s subordinate held a metal chain with seven people on it. Each of them had a slave collar. Four men and three women. Sular was at the back of this procession. It was now obvious why he’d gone off on his own.
“Kharad offered the leader these slaves in exchange for letting the caravan pass,” Ilmena translated.
The girl gazed into Hadjar’s cold, blue eyes with slight concern. He did his best to contain his rage. His sword was still too weak to cut through all the chains in its path. He couldn’t even decide his own fate, let alone the fate of other people.
The leader once again commanded his people. This time, the only woman among them also stood up. She was fully dressed and hadn’t cozied up to anyone. She had a wide scar across her face, and instead of her right eye, she had a bandage embroidered with pearls. This showed the woman’s high status, as pearls were extremely rare in the desert.
An unpleasant-looking man came up to the four male slaves. He touched their shoulders, examined their teeth, and then cut their cheeks slightly and tasted their blood. He nodded at one of them, and immediately rejected the other three with a powerful jab to their stomachs. The slaves bent over, wheezing as they fell to the sand, but nobody seemed to care.
The woman suddenly tore off the female slaves’ clothes. She carefully examined their hair and teeth. She felt their breasts, and then slid her palm between their buttocks, digging her fingers into the hair just below their waists.
The girls were about seventeen springs old. They blushed, barely held back their tears, and tried to cover up their nakedness. Two of them passed the inspection, but the woman examining them spat in the third one’s face.
“The leader doesn’t accept ‘unclean’ girls into his harem,” Ilmena explained. She also saw what was happening as quite normal. There wasn’t even a flicker of female solidarity on her face. “Two virgins. The third will be used by all. The three rejected men are too weak, they wouldn’t be able to do the work.”
For some time, the leader and Kharad argued about something and bargained with all they had. Hadjar couldn’t take his eyes off the slave collars. For some reason, his neck hurt — right where his slave brand had once been.
If not for his own decade spent as a slave, Hadjar probably wouldn’t have paid any attention to what was going on. However, he’d felt every poke and prod, every humiliation. His hand grabbed the hilt of his blade...
At that very moment, a prolonged meow sounded, and Azrea jumped out of Hadjar’s turban, attracting everyone’s attention. She landed on the lap of her two-legged friend and looked into his eyes. Hadjar’s breathing evened out. His fingers unclenched and released the hilt of his sword. It wasn’t the right time yet...
“Chekhars,” Ilmena swore.
Hadjar snapped out of it and saw the Bedouin leader standing over him and poking Azrea delightedly. It wasn’t difficult to guess what he’d just asked for in exchange for granting the caravan safe passage.
“Do you value your pet greatly, Northerner?” Kharad asked.
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 “Try to take her from me and you’ll find out,” Hadjar seemed calm, but his eyes showed that anyone who took a step toward him would immediately feel the blade of his sword.
“Calm down, Northerner.” Kharad raised his palms in a conciliatory gesture. “No one will try to steal your property.”
Azrea turned to the chief scout and hissed angrily.
“She’s not property,” Hadjar lifted the kitten and put her back under his turban. “She’s a friend.”
“A friend?” Kharad asked. “You barbarians are a strange people. And what if, in exchange for this friend...”
He looked at the leader of the tribe, the man nodded, and Kharad continued: “I offer you twenty liters of water, and these three slave girls,” Kharad uttered the last two words with a slight squeamishness, which pissed Hadjar off.
“Screw you.”
“Use a civilized language, Northerner. I don’t understand your barbaric jabber.”
Hadjar had used Lidish on purpose. The moment the leader had pointed at Azrea, Hadjar had gotten an idea. He hoped that he’d correctly understood the Bedouins’ manners and customs.
“Translate into the Bedouins’ language for me, Ilmena,” Hadjar commanded the girl.
The rebellious warrior, without realizing it, began to translate his words. By the time she understood what she was doing, it was too late to stop.
“I propose a challenge,” Hadjar said, looking into the leader’s eyes. “Your best warrior against me. If I win, you’ll let our caravan pass. If your warrior wins, you’ll get all my possessions.”
When Ilmena finished translating, the tent became utterly silent. Kharad wanted to object, but he was silenced by an imperious gesture from the Bedouin leader. For a while, he and Hadjar simply looked at one another.
Suddenly, Hadjar realized that the leader wasn’t as young as he appeared to be. He looked no older than thirty, but his eyes betrayed that he’d spent centuries in this lifeless land.
The leader approached Hadjar. The aura of a true cultivator emanated from him and pressed down on Hadjar’s shoulders, but Hadjar didn’t stagger. His gaze remained stern and determined.
“What name you, stranger distant land from?” He spoke in a broken and halting manner, butchering the language.
“Hadjar Traves.”
“Hadjar,” the cultivator repeated. “Old name. Older than sand and wind.”
He turned to Kharad and said something. The chief scout tried to object once again, but was once more stopped. Cursing, he turned to Hadjar.
“Are you happy, Northerner? You will fight their warrior tomorrow at dawn. By the Great Stars, if you lose, we’ll all be doomed. And your fate will be much worse than simply dying from a lack of food and water.”
“I’m flattered by your faith in me,” Hadjar smiled predatorily.
Taking his sword, he saluted the leader, who nodded back to him, and left the tent. Ignoring everyone, Hadjar jumped into the saddle, yanked the reins back, and rushed off on his frog.
An hour later, he was on the very border of the Dead Mountains. The sun had gotten close to the horizon. This had painted the sky in crimson tones. Compared to the golden sand and huge, white bones, the sky seemed to be on fire.
Jumping down, Hadjar tried to make a fire. He failed several times. At last, he managed to make something similar to what Ilmena and Shakh had produced. He sat near the flame, wrapped up in a blanket.
“How long are you going to hide?”
Einen appeared from the shadows noiselessly and almost imperceptibly.
“How did you know I was following you, Northerner?”
Hadjar shrugged.
“It seemed to me like you had something to say earlier.”
Einen sat down next to him. He lit his pipe and stared into the flame. Hadjar wondered what he was thinking about, but didn’t ask. The islander rarely answered when he did. He preferred to pretend that he hadn’t heard the question or saying that he had no time to tell a long story. Apparently, all of his stories were long. Perhaps that’s why he’d never shared any.
“Can any slave in your kingdom become a general?” He asked suddenly.
Hadjar twitched in surprise, but pulled himself together quickly. His companion was no fool. Moreover, he himself was plagued by demons from his past. Maybe they’d whispered the truth into his ear.
“Only the most fortunate ones,” Hadjar grinned wryly and rubbed his neck. “I‘m probably one of those lucky few.”
The logs were crackling, the wind was blowing, and the sun had almost disappeared behind the horizon.
“Is it hard to live as a slave?”
Hadjar had never really thought about it before.
“Well, ‘live’ isn’t the right word for it. ‘Survive’ is more fitting...” Hadjar ran his fingers along the hilt of his blade. “No, it’s not really that bad, most of the time.  The only major difference is that everyone sees your chains.”
Einen nodded thoughtfully.
“My father was the owner of a slave fleet,” he said slowly and got up. “If you want to fight me, I’ll be waiting for you over there.”
The islander turned around and took several steps toward the Dead Mountains.
“We’ve already agreed to spar in a month’s time,” Hadjar answered.
Einen froze. He stood silently for a while, and then turned around and looked into Hadjar’s eyes.
“Children aren’t responsible for their fathers’ sins,” Hadjar said quietly. “So, in a month, baldy. Sparring. As we agreed.”
Einen didn’t answer. He just disappeared into the shadows. Maybe those had been the words he’d wanted to hear. Maybe they’d been words that Hadjar had needed to say. For some reason, the wallet on his belt that held the two bracelets became much lighter.
“Well,” Hadjar sighed.
He assumed the lotus position, closed his eyes, and began to sink into the depths of the World River. The boundaries of reality became thinner, and at the same time, everything became a little more distinct, sharper, and clearer.
It didn’t last long. Soon, Hadjar collapsed into the tall, green grass. The sun was shining over his head. It wasn’t the sun of the Sea of Sand.
A cool west wind was blowing. It ruffled the azure robes of the man standing on a large stone. He had long black hair, eyes with slit pupils, and horns.
“Honorable Traves,” Hadjar bowed. “A long time has passed since our last meeting.”
“I see you’ve grown since then. You weren’t so courteous before.”
Over the years, Hadjar had realized how difficult it was to cultivate in this world. So, the dragon who had given his heart to him was now someone whom Hadjar respected immensely.
“Have you come to tell me about your request?”
“No, my young disciple. It’s not time for that yet. I’m here because your heart and spirit are ready to learn more from me. I’ve come to teach you.”
Hadjar frowned slightly. He was used to doing this on his own.
“You’ve mastered the first three stances of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique perfectly. You took a bit more time than I’d expected you to, but still. However, the fourth stance is too complicated for you to learn on your own.”
A branch appeared in Traves’ hands. However, Hadjar could’ve sworn it was a blood-soaked blade, the most dangerous weapon he’d ever seen.
“Are you ready, my disciple, to learn the secrets of the ‘Falling Leaf’ stance?”
Another amusingly benign name... Hadjar couldn’t say he was surprised.
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“As I’ve told you before, my disciple,” Traves’ voice sounded like the rustling of the tall grass. Sometimes it even merged with the surrounding noises, becoming almost otherworldly. “My knowledge of the Way of the Sword is very limited. Nevertheless, compared to yours, it’s an unattainable horizon.”
Hadjar didn’t protest. Moreover, the words hadn’t undermined his self-confidence or hurt his pride. One glance at the simple branch in the dragon’s hands was enough to illustrate the difference in their power and knowledge.
If they really had been standing face to face, Traves merely wishing it would’ve been enough to stop Hadjar’s heart. The dragon wasn’t just at a higher level of cultivation, but in a different dimension of power altogether, regardless of his current human form.
“When you use the ‘Strong Wind’,” Traves swung his sword-stick and Hadjar was almost lifted into the air. The roaring gale of cutting wind summoned by the dragon didn’t resemble Hadjar’s Technique at all. “You concentrate your energy into different points in space in order to create tension in the air flows and suborn them to your will.”
The attack created by Traves struck a nearby huge boulder. Not even pebbles were left behind, and only dust could be seen in the sunlight.
“Calm wind,” the dragon said, and the world seemed to freeze. Hadjar couldn’t move. “This stance creates pressure around you. The wind becomes denser, like granite. An invisible but powerful defense.”
The pressure disappeared and Hadjar eagerly breathed in the fresh air. He’d never imagined that the ‘Calm Wind’ was capable of this. He’d only been able to create a tornado around himself or a short-term wall of wind.
Hadjar realized why the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique was intended to be used up to the level of Spirit Knight. Hadjar had previously believed that he’d completely mastered the first three stances, but was now struck by the realization that he merely stood at the beginning of the path. This didn’t deter him. No matter how winding and impassable the road in front of him was, he would walk it with his head held high and his sword in his hand.
“The ‘Spring Wind’ stance,” Traves continued. Another wave of his stick-sword followed and Hadjar’s heart stopped for a moment. Traves hadn’t just created the illusion of cutting through the air, but had actually slashed through it for a brief moment, as if parting reality itself. “The world energy that you channel through the blade reacts with the wind energy. They begin their dance, then your energy absorbs the wind and returns to the blade, making your attack much stronger and faster.”
Hadjar unsheathed his sword and peered at his reflection in its blade. Would he be able to imitate these feats within the next decade? Maybe not, but at least he knew what to strive for. Even if the dragon didn’t reveal the secret of the fourth stance in the end, Hadjar would still be grateful for the lesson.
Traves hadn’t just shattered his preconceptions about the Way of the Sword. With three attacks, he’d made Hadjar think of Heaven Soldiers as no more than beginners, like himself. What were all of them in comparison to the dragon? Little men, blindly wandering in the dark. Even the Governor, a Spirit Knight, could’ve done nothing to the dragon, only tried to escape with his life, and he most likely would have failed to do so.
“But the next stance,” Traves lowered his stick, “requires more than just swordsmanship from you. An understanding of the essence of things is needed. I realized the power of the ‘Falling Leaf’ after contemplating the tree of the Eternal Autumn for one hundred and forty years. You don’t have that much time, so open your mind, my disciple, and let me lead you through the shadow of my memory.”
Hadjar hadn’t noticed Traves move closer to him. A moment ago, the dragon had been standing a dozen yards away, but now he was right next to him. He hadn’t used Ilmena’s or Einen’s Techniques. It was something altogether different that showed just how little Hadjar knew about this vast world.
Traves put his hand on Hadjar’s forehead and closed his eyes.
“Calm your breathing, my disciple. Let your spirit run free with each breath. Grant it the freedom it desires so much. Tear your thoughts away from the earth, sky, and time. Let your spirit enter the World River and stay there. Touch the beginning and the end.”
Hadjar didn’t understand the meaning of Traves’ words. All he could do was breathe evenly, trying to calm his mind and heart. Gradually, he managed to do it. Soon, despite being in this illusory world, he felt himself plunging into unknown depths.
He didn’t fall or fly. He swam through a myriad of fragments depicting distant and gray images. He tried to concentrate on them, but each time, the flow became faster, carrying Hadjar farther and deeper.
There were less and less of the web-covered fragments. Suddenly, a bright fragment emerged from the darkness. Hadjar had to close his eyes for a moment. When he looked again, he realized that he was sitting on a stone atop a huge mountain.
Hadjar... or rather, Traves, sat in a lotus position, looking at the peak of the opposite mountain. A small, crooked tree grew there. It was dry and as old as the mountains around it. Every second, leaves fell from the tree and flew away on a stream of never-ending wind.
The constantly falling leaves created the illusion of an endless orange plume stretching out from the tree to the horizon, a kind of golden bridge connecting the sun and rocks.
Traves\Hadjar looked at the tree and thought about how long he’d traveled all across this vast world, trying to find something that called to him. He’d tried to calm the ceaseless itch inside his chest, where the Lord of Heaven’s heart beat steadily. He indulged in memories which were hidden from Hadjar. While Traves was reminiscing, Hadjar also plunged into his memories. He looked at the leaves and saw the shadows of past days in them.
He was probably, to some extent, like this tree. He angled his face toward the wind of the future, allowing it to carry past events back to the past. Did a ‘past’ and ‘future’ even exist?
Hadjar saw the long plume of leaves in front of him. Among them were both new and old ones. However, did the fact that they’d fallen off the tree long ago make them strangers to the tree?
The tree remembered every leaf because it had nourished them with its juices, extracted from the mountain with great difficulty using its mighty roots. How much time had passed since the moment the leaf fell made no difference to it. To the tree, that time didn’t exist. No matter how far away any leaf was, it was always here, on the tree. Memories were not constrained by time or space. By letting them go, you lost nothing. You only got the chance to ‘grow’ new memories... to subsequently release them as well.
Just like the tree was doing...
Hadjar opened his eyes.
He and Traves stood opposite each other amid the tall grass. A calm wind made the grass sway gently.
“Whatever happens in your life, my disciple,” Hadjar didn’t understand who or what was speaking to him: the wind, the grass, or the dragon. “The most important thing is that you don’t forget to breathe. Just breathe.”
Hadjar nodded.
“Now let’s see what you’ve learned.”
Traves waved his hand and a long line of stone pillars rose up from the ground in front of them.
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Hadjar unsheathed his sword. Knowledge about the ‘Falling Leaf’ stance appeared in his head by itself. He knew exactly how he needed to use the world energy accumulated in his body, where to direct it, and how to combine it with the wind energy. However, just as Traves had said, if he hadn’t had his memory and the understanding that followed it, Hadjar would never have been able to use this stance.
“I connected my thoughts to yours, my disciple,” the dragon explained. “I allowed you to experience the inspiration that I had been accumulating for a century and a half. The result of that experience may seem to you like in-depth knowledge, but in reality, it’s just a glance at the circles rippling along the lake surface after a stone was thrown inside. Don’t feel proud, my disciple, as a long road is still before you. You are not yet worthy to find out the price for the heart given to you. Now show me, Hadjar, show me why I chose you. Prove that I didn’t give up on my semblance of a life for nothing.”
Hadjar brought his sword up and looked at the flat of the blade. He saw his reflection in it. Over the years, his face hadn’t changed much, only a few scars had appeared on his right cheekbone, almost imperceptible marks. However, his eyes had changed greatly. They looked... different, livelier, but at the same time, as motionless as the surface of a lake. This sword reflected Hadjar’s essence better than any mirror. It had always been with him, even in his childhood. The only thing Hadjar could rely on was his sword. It made no difference where his sword was — in his hand or heart.
Was he really holding this sword in his hands? After all, Hadjar was actually sitting among the endless sands of the desert at the moment. All of this was happening in his mind and was nothing more than a vision conjured up by magic.
Hadjar understood that his epiphany was no less valid for it. Carrying an unnecessary burden and refusing to shed the memories that plagued him only weakened his blade and wasn’t the way forward. He would never simply abandon them, but like the tree, he would let them go, make room for new memories, and grow as a result. Just like with the tree, his memories would always be a part of him, just as its leaves were a part of it, but they would not rule him.
Hadjar looked at the row of twenty stone pillars in front of him. They stood ten paces apart. None, even the legendary heroes who’d reached the level of ‘Wielder of the Sword’ could have sent an attack farther than one hundred steps.
Hadjar, who hadn’t reached this stage yet, could hit a target at a distance of 63 steps. But two hundred steps was...
He remembered the leaves. No matter how far any single leaf was, the tree could always reach it because it would always be a part of it.
Hadjar raised his sword. A whirlwind of power sprang up around him, inside which a ghostly dragon danced. A look of pride could be seen in Traves’ eyes. By the Heavens and the Earth, there was more dragon in this man than in some Lords of the Heavens. His blue eyes amazed him with the sheer strength and indomitable will contained within them.
Even if the gods themselves had stood in front this small, weak, mortal man at that moment, they wouldn’t have been able to stop his sword. Traves had never told his disciple the true reason why he’d given his heart to him. Perhaps he never would. If Hadjar hadn’t had such a strong will, one that could dominate the Heavens themselves, the dragon’s heart would’ve simply crushed him faster than a mountain falling on him.
The fact that a human had lived with a dragon’s heart in his chest for so many years made him worthy all on its own. However, he would most likely never know that. As Traves’ own teacher had once said: “It’s better to scold your disciple ten times than to praise them once.”
Hadjar saw the ghostly ‘Falling Leaf’ in front of him. Descending on a cushion of wind, it landed on the seventh pillar. The moment the illusion touched the stone, Hadjar launched a sharp, direct attack.
A stream of wind exploded behind him. It turned into a misty crescent of energy flying over the grass. The attack easily passed through the first three pillars, slightly slowed down at the fourth, cut through the fifth, rolled along the sixth, and left a small cut on the seventh.
“You’re still hesitant, my disciple,” Traves shook his head. “You have already considered this attack many times. You’ve launched it in your imagination countless times. Your mind and spirit have already relentlessly practiced hundreds of the best attacks your body is capable of. All that remains is for you to remember them.”
Hadjar once again didn’t understand what he was being told. These words contained knowledge and mysteries that were still unattainable for him. He obeyed, trying to let his body remember the swings that he’d rehearsed in his mind.
If the leaf was on the seventh pillar, then why should he try to strike it? The attack had already been made. Hadjar’s mind already knew what to do and how to do it. He needed only to connect it to his body.
The whirlwind of energy around Hadjar calmed down. This wasn’t a test of strength, it was a test of spirit. One’s muscles and body weren’t the only things that took part in a battle, and Hadjar had to come to terms with this.
Traves waved his hand, dispelling the previous targets and creating new ones.
This time, the misty crescent launched by the ‘Falling Leaf’ stance was even more invisible and ephemeral. It easily passed through the first four obstacles and then lingered on the fifth, never reaching the sixth...
“Your movements are too sharp, disciple. Steady your heart. Free yourself just like the tree frees a falling leaf. Forget about time and space. Don’t look at what separates you from your goal, but at what unites you both.”
Again, Hadjar didn’t understand Traves’ words.
The following hours, days, or maybe weeks, merged into an endless attempt to use the stance properly. Each time he received instructions from Traves, Hadjar improved his Technique slightly. Although he didn’t understand the meaning of the instructions, he could grasp the edges of the mystery.
Finally, after the misty crescent became almost invisible, Hadjar was able to cut through nine pillars with one light strike. Tired, barely standing upright, he gave up and collapsed into the grass.
“Not bad. What do you think, teacher?” Hadjar asked. Instead of answering him, Traves waved his stick. At first, Hadjar didn’t understand what had happened. Then, with a slight rattle, the twentieth pillar fell apart. It wouldn’t have been so surprising had the previous nineteen pillars not remained untouched
“You are still far from ‘not bad’, my disciple.”
Hadjar didn’t even have time to curse.
He realized that he was sitting next to an extinguished fire. In the east, the sun was rising, staining the sky in golden and crimson hues. Azrea was still sleeping in his turban as the Dead Mountains began to wake up. People were hurrying to grab the best spots around the local arena before the battle between their best warrior and the stranger began.
Hadjar got up and stretched his stiff limbs. For some reason, despite the sand dust in the air, he was breathing more easily after last night.
“Northerner?” a familiar voice inquired.
Einen emerged from the shadows. He stared at Hadjar for a while as if he were seeing him for the first time.
“What?” Hadjar asked, surprised by the scrutiny.
“You’ve changed, Northerner. Or rather, something has changed inside you.”
Hadjar shrugged.
“Yeah, you’re right, it doesn’t matter right now,” Einen nodded. “I’ve come to warn you. The Bedouins will pit you against a true adept.”
“A Heaven Soldier. Well,” Hadjar said. “I haven’t fought one for a long time.”
Leaving the slightly dumbfounded islander behind him, Hadjar adjusted his sword and walked toward the arena.
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Einen followed Hadjar to the Bedouin arena. The place was surrounded by a high picket fence made from the bones of various creatures. A lot of the Bedouins were gathered around it, sitting on the long, semicircular rows of amphitheater seating carved into the rocks. Fathers carried their children on their shoulders to give them a better look and everyone seemed to be in high spirits overall.
The people welcomed their best warrior with loud cheers. Or one of their best, anyway. He accepted the honor with a stoic expression. His legs and forearms were protected by a composite, light iron armor. There was no armor across his chest, except for the wide leather straps that held his shoulder pads affixed to his wide shoulders. He also had a massive belt around his waist.
In his hands, he held a kind of throwing weapon with three wide, curved, and serrated blades.
He had a steel tip on his strange helmet (shaped like a turban with a metal cap). It lay in the sand, fastened to a chain and swinging slightly in the wind.
The Bedouin cultivator bounced on his left foot, his right leg striking the sand. He was warming up. Judging by these movements and his weapons, Hadjar realized that they wouldn’t be fighting in close quarters. The man was going to keep his distance and try to exhaust Hadjar. The Bedouin was probably fast and dangerous, like a desert snake or a scorpion.
“Good luck, Hadjar,” Einen patted Hadjar on the shoulder and walked away to join the rest of the caravan scouts.
All of them, except Kharad, were standing near the fence. Hadjar noticed concern in Shakh’s eyes. It was unlikely that the boy was worried about him. He was most likely fretting about the fate of the caravan’s thousands of passengers who would die of thirst if Hadjar lost this battle.
The head scout sat next to the Bedouin leader, who was lying on pillows underneath a canopy. He ate strange, yellow berries while slave girls fanned him.
When Hadjar entered the arena, the gate immediately shut behind him. The leader, after examining the foreigner with an appraising look, nodded and stood up. His silk robes fluttered in the wind and shone in the sun due to being embroidered with pearls and emeralds. Once he’d uttered something in his incomprehensible dialect, he turned to Kharad and nodded. The chief scout stood up.
“The leader just reminded you of the terms, Northerner,” Kharad translated. “If you lose, you’ll become a slave of the tribe, and the caravan won’t be allowed to pass through these lands.”
“Yep,” Hadjar murmured. “Everything’s quite simple.”
“Do you accept these terms?”
Instead of answering him, Hadjar turned toward the leader. He touched his lips and then his forehead with two fingers, then bowed. The leader nodded slightly, and waved his hand sharply. At his signal, several mighty, enormous men began to beat a steady rhythm on huge drums. The crests of the sand dunes trembled from the vibration.
The people rose from their seats to get a better look at what was happening.
As soon as the drums sounded, the Heaven Soldier tugged on his wrists. The two weapons with three long blades immediately turned into two disks rotating at incredible speed. The spectators who were at a low level of cultivation probably thought that the man’s weapons had disappeared altogether.
Hadjar didn’t even manage to grab the hilt of his blade before the disks flew from the cultivator’s hands. Howling like a desert coyote, they cut through the air. They didn’t fly straight toward him, but moved in odd zigzag patterns. Hadjar simply couldn’t keep track of both of them. He dodged the first disk only thanks to his sharp instincts.
Hadjar jumped up and to the side, letting the weapon pass under him. The blades came within five inches of hitting him. Suddenly, Hadjar felt a burning sensation in his left side and fell to the sand.
The crowd welcomed the first blood with screams and hooting. The giant men started beating their drums even faster. Their rhythm merged with the rhythm of his beating heart.
The cultivator didn’t even move from his spot. He threw up his arms and the weapons, traveling at an arc, returned to him. He smiled broadly and turned to the spectators. Shouting something to them and pointing at Hadjar, he moved a blade near his throat, the gesture very clear. When the people exploded into more delighted cheering, the Bedouin howled like a coyote.
“I’ll call you Coyote, then,” Hadjar spat some blood out.
Rising to his feet, Hadjar tore off the remnants of his tattered caftan. He kicked off his sandals, digging his toes deep into the sand. The crowd calmed down a bit. They examined the stranger’s torso and arms. The sun had scorched his skin, but it was obvious that he wasn’t a local. The scars on his body were pink, not brown or coral-hued as the desert dwellers usually had.
Noting that the crowd had stopped cheering for him, Coyote turned back to his foe. A trickle of blood flowed from his enemy’s left side, but that wasn’t what had attracted the people’s attention. It was the scars. Hadjar’s torso was covered in them. He had burns and wounds from swords, spears, arrows, hammers, fangs, and whips. Hadjar’s body looked as if he’d been born in the middle of a battle and left to survive in an endless war.
“Now it’s my turn,” Hadjar’s eyes flashed with a bright fire. In their depths, a dragon woke up and roared. The wind spun behind him, kicking up a whirlwind of sand. “Strong wind!”
He swung his blade, and instead of the usual tornado, a dense stream of wind with ghostly blades inside it surged toward his foe. The night he’d spent with Traves’ shadow had really changed Hadjar. Traves had opened new horizons for him and shown him what to aim for.
The smile faded from Coyote’s face. Spinning his weapons again, he moved them in front of himself. The stream of cutting wind was stopped cold and rendered ineffective, but Hadjar wasn’t there by the time Coyote looked back up.
The spectators saw only the shadows of five ravens. Only Coyote spotted the swordsman’s swift movements. Running in a wide semicircle, Hadjar rounded on his enemy and leapt forward.
His sword was aimed directly at his foe’s head. The hundreds of deadly battles he’d survived during his years of war had taught him to always try and end his foe as swiftly as possible.
It looked as if Hadjar had just disappeared and then emerged from a cloud of black feathers right behind Coyote. Ripples spread out from where his sword made contact.
There was a metallic ringing and Hadjar barely managed to jump aside. His sword had been blocked by a dagger which suddenly came to life, shrouded in a strange, gray energy.
“Not bad, stranger,” the cultivator said in the language of the desert dwellers. Flexing his shoulders and arms, he circled his enemy. “When I was asked to fight a simple practitioner, I just laughed. Now I can see that the Night Stars favor me. I’ll be able to consecrate my path of cultivation with the blood of a young genius.”
As soon as he finished speaking, the cultivator disappeared among the sands.
“Watch out, Northerner!” Shakh shouted, but it was too late.
With a grunt, Hadjar collapsed onto the sand as a cold blade pierced his back. Then something hit his ribs and Hadjar was thrown through the air, crashing into the fence after being hurled a good ten yards away at least. That damned Coyote knew a Technique similar to Shakh’s.
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“Barbarian,” Ilmena breathed out worriedly, putting her hands on the hilts of her daggers as Hadjar landed directly in front of them.
“It’s okay,” Hadjar muttered through clenched teeth, spitting out blood again. “Everything is going according to plan.”
The others didn’t need to know that Hadjar had been put down like a stupid beast. He’d been too arrogant. The difference in power between him and a true cultivator was still tangible, and his wounds were proof of that.
Holding on to the fence and leaving behind bloody stains once he let it go, Hadjar rose to his feet.
Coyote didn’t press the attack. He certainly felt confident enough to let his opponent get back up. Although he had been alarmed by the northerner’s maneuver at first, what followed had put his mind at ease. The swordsman wasn’t a genius, just a talented young man who’d decided that the whole world was his playground.
The Bedouin warmed up some more, jumping from foot to foot and juggling his weapons. Hadjar cut off a section of his pants and bandaged his wound. As he tightened the impromptu bandage, he grimaced from a sharp flash of pain, but immediately mastered his body and didn’t show any other signs of discomfort.
The wound wasn’t deep. The attack had damaged only the muscle tissue without hitting any of his organs. Coyote was at the initial Stage of being a Heaven Soldier, otherwise he would’ve already sent Hadjar to the next world.
Taking a deep breath, Hadjar closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again and exhaled sharply, he no longer heard the drumming, nor the spectators. Suddenly, a dragon’s shadow flew over everyone’s heads, and a low, drawn-out, animalistic roar filled the air.
A whirlwind of blue energy sprang up around Hadjar, an inhuman fury could be seen in his eyes, and a storm seemed to be approaching.
“Not bad,” Coyote whispered.
He spun his weapons, sheathed them across his back, and then began to abruptly swing his hands in front of him. Dozens of sand copies of the Bedouin’s weapons flew toward Hadjar. He met them head on, as an immovable stone would meet the fury of a spring storm.
Hadjar raised his sword high above his head.
“I hope you’re ready, Coyote,” Hadjar growled out over the noise of the storm.
Hundreds of blades flew toward him, but he seemed to ignore them. Fighting at a distance wasn’t his strong suit, but engaging in melee would mean he’d subject himself to more trickery and deceit. Hadjar was running out of options.
The fight had to end as soon as possible, otherwise he would either run out of energy or blood, as his wound was still bleeding.
A mysterious sword appeared in Hadjar’s mind. It was the basis of his future attack. Hadjar added the ‘Spring Wind’ stance to it, and then imagined an autumn leaf falling from a branch and landing on his opponent’s chest. Coyote seemed to feel it. He glanced down, but it was already too late.
With an inhuman roar, Hadjar swung his sword. His roar echoed the roar of the storm created by the strike. A dense stream of air at least ten feet wide spun the sand into a whirlwind. Amid the glimmer of blue wind, steel light, and sand, the outline of a dragon was visible.
The fence creaked from the pressure the powerful attack generated. The closest spectators hastily enveloped themselves in energy in an attempt to defend themselves from the echo of the strike.
The attack rushed toward the cultivator. For a moment, Coyote saw a grinning beast as his foe, not a simple man holding a sword. He saw a monster. Shaking off this delusion, he prepared to defend himself. A simple practitioner would never best him, the best warrior of the tribe!
Coyote thrust his spinning blades into the sand. A wall of gray energy surrounded him. It soaked into his hands, merging with the sand and his weapons. A scorpion’s stinger rose up above him. With a strained cry, Coyote lifted a whole layer of earth and sand. He covered himself with it, almost wearing it like a caftan.
The roaring dragon struck the huge sand scorpion. They fought each other, claws against paws, stinger against a fanged maw.
Then a powerful explosion rocked the arena. The fence bent and flew away. The center of the arena turned into a crater that was a full thirty feet wide.
Hadjar stood at one end. A cross-shaped wound was on his chest. On the other side, Coyote lay. He was gasping for breath and trying to recover. His helmet and turban had been torn off, exposing his long, gray hair. A sword wound gaped in the man’s right side.
“Excellent!” The cultivator roared and fell to the sand.
Hadjar closed his eyes. He’d fought Shakh and knew that his vision would only hinder him here. A moment later, he felt death approaching from his right.
Moving his body back, Hadjar swiped his sword upward. The clash of metal on metal sounded, and Hadjar spun his blade around, bending back like a flexible, young branch, trying to hit his foe’s legs.
The spectators stared at this amazing battle. The stranger’s movements were smooth and light. He whirled like a leaf in the wind, or a feather across the water’s surface. He flowed around his enemy, and his sword fluttered like a carefree butterfly, turning into a crossbow bolt only when it was time to strike. Coyote was relentless and fast. He would sting like a scorpion, then disappear from one place and appear in another.
Their blades shone. Dozens of blows rained down on each of them with every second that passed. Sometimes, flashes of the fighters’ Techniques could be seen. Sand blades kept colliding with the streams of cutting wind.
“Calm Wind!” Hadjar shouted.
The world slowed slightly for a second. Coyote missed a step, feeling a pressure that had come from out of nowhere. It was enough to allow the tip of Hadjar’s blade to graze his cheek. The cultivator’s eyes flashed and his blade-stinger pierced through the sand while trying to stab Hadjar’s foot. It seemed to creep under the surface before emerging somewhere else.
They moved back once again. Both of them were wounded, breathing heavily, but they looked at each other without hatred, just a desire to win. Since they’d exchanged their best attacks, both of them were now almost done. Looking at each other, they realized that there would be no winner if the fight continued for much longer. They would both simply fall unconscious from exhaustion.
Coyote brought his spinning blades together and shouted “Peacock’s tail!” Energy exploded around him. The cultivator’s silhouette shimmered, turning into a haze, and a moment later, five enemies stood in front of Hadjar. Each of them held a pair of spinning blades in his hands.
They launched an attack that really resembled a peacock’s huge tail: it flew like a fan across the arena, and then merged in a single instant, turning into a blade-stinger of surprising sharpness that sped through the air with amazing speed.
Hadjar calmed his heartbeat, accessed his inner blade and all his knowledge of the Way of the Sword, and then imagined a falling leaf on the Bedouin’s chest. Only this time, there were three fallen leaves, he didn’t stop at just one.
Hadjar swung his blade so quickly that blurry shadows were left behind, almost like the memories of his attacks. Three dragons, albeit a little weaker than the previous one had been, roared through the air.
The peacock’s tail topped with the stinger collided with the three ghosts of the Lords of the Heavens. A tornado of energy began to form, caused by the clashing Techniques, kicking up a sandstorm and blocking everyone’s view for a moment.
Hadjar held his sword, trying to cope with the pressure of his enemy’s power. He snarled through tightly clenched teeth, but saw nothing in front of him, except sand. Maybe Coyote had already deflected the dragons and was about to counterattack, Hadjar couldn’t know for sure. He just held on. With all his might, he pushed back and refused to yield.
Suddenly, he heard a scream. For a moment, he saw through a gap in the dense wall of sand. Coyote was fighting one of the dragons, holding the rest back using his clones. In the heat of battle, he didn’t hear one of the rocks burst. Apparently, one of Hadjar’s attacks had accidentally taken it along for the ride.
At first, Hadjar smiled broadly at this turn of events. He was close to victory. All that remained was to wait for the rock to strike Coyote’s head. A second later, Hadjar saw a fragment of the rock come rocketing out like a shell from a cannon, launched by the pressure it had been subjected to.
Mesmerized by the battle and trying to defend themselves from its echo, the spectators didn’t pay any attention to it. A boy was screaming, looking at the face of death rushing toward him.
He was only five...
“Damn it!” Hadjar growled.
He tensed all the muscles in his body, and, ignoring the incredible pain, he summoned all of his remaining energy, but that wasn’t enough to repel the Bedouin’s attack fully. Hadjar definitely couldn’t deflect the attack and also save the boy.
The child, eyes shut, awaited his fate. His father had told him not to get too close to the arena, but he hadn’t obeyed! He cringed, curling up into a ball and waited for the pain. Time passed. However, the pain never came. Instead, something hot dripped down onto his face.
When the boy opened his eyes, he saw a giant in front of him, so big that it covered the sun and sky. His inhuman, blue eyes shone brightly. His mouth seemed to smile, even as trickles of blood flowed down his face.
The giant, arms outstretched, stood over the boy. A white rock fragment protruded from his chest, and a hole made by the stinger gaped in his left side.
“It’s okay,” the giant said in the odd Bedouin dialect. His eyes closed, but he didn’t fall. He continued to stand there, covering the frightened boy with his body.
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Hadjar had woken up in many different situations and conditions: with a hangover, by his brother’s side; with an arrow in his back, in the hospital tent of the Bear Squad; with unknown women who had been happy to sleep with the famous General; even in a pool once, surrounded by pigs. And yet, he’d never woken up like this before.
Even before he opened his eyes, Hadjar felt pain spreading through his body. He immediately realized that if he moved even slightly, his nerves would ache as if they’d been placed in boiling water. This usually happened after severe injuries. However, this time, he wasn’t lying on the hard wooden cots of the infirmary, but drowning in something soft.
His body was resting on something so thin and cozy that it seemed as if the gods had taken him to the Heavens and wrapped him up in clouds. He heard heartbeats and quiet sighs. The delicate aroma of perfume and incense struck his nostrils. He felt a fever somewhere below his belly. His instincts realized that Hadjar was in female company before his mind did. The soft, female bodies warmed him from all sides.
Opening his eyes, Hadjar stared at the lilac silk hanging from the ceiling. Covered in ointments and bandages, he was lying on pillows under the blanket. The bed was large enough to accommodate nine people at once.
One Hadjar and eight young girls. He couldn’t make out their faces as his wounds prevented him from moving. However, the shapes of their bodies, their naked, alluring breasts, thick, long hair, and complete nakedness woke him up completely.
By the gods, Hadjar was just a young man. What he’d mistaken for pillows were actually Bedouin girls and his desire threatened to overwhelm him.
The curtain serving as the entrance to the tent moved away and Ilmena stepped inside. Their eyes met, and then the girl’s gaze slipped down Hadjar’s torso. He wasn’t very shy, but still regretted the fact that he couldn’t move his hands to cover himself.
“I see you feel better, Northerner,” the warrior smiled, putting a tray with different flasks on the table.
“Cover me,” Hadjar demanded hoarsely. It was hard for him to speak.
Ilmena picked up the blanket, went over to the bed, and... Hesitated.
“Are all barbarians as shy as you?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I feel awkward. Stop mocking me.”
“A man who admits to feeling awkward,” Ilmena said, putting the blanket over him. “You are strange, Hadjar. Both as a man and as a warrior.”
Without listening to Hadjar’s objections, the warrior began to wake the Bedouin girls and say something to them. The girls stretched and kneaded their bodies, which had numbed overnight. Hadjar closed his eyes. However, his imagination refused to settle down. He felt like the desert had somehow gotten much hotter.
He waited for all of the maidens to leave the tent. He and Ilmena were now alone.
“You can open your eyes, Northerner. They’re gone. ”
Hadjar opened only one eye and looked around as far as his aching body would let him. This made Ilmena smile.
“Was that a kind of local torture?” Hadjar tried to adjust the blanket but ended up just grimacing in pain. “Putting so many beautiful women in a wounded man’s bed?”
“Beautiful women?” Ilmena glanced at him and adjusted the silk blanket with a smirk. “I was under the impression you prefer young men.”
“In Lidus, that isn’t tolerated,” Hadjar said. “I’m a progressive person and don’t mind it. Personally, however, I prefer women.”
“I noticed,” Ilmena nodded toward the tented part of the blanket. “As for those maidens, that wasn’t a form of torture, but a way to honor you. The Bedouins believe that a man can be cured completely from any ailment by a single medicine — female warmth.”
“Not a bad treatment,” Hadjar admitted amusedly. “As far as I can tell, alchemists and healers aren’t popular around here.”
“On the contrary,” Ilmena shook her head. “In Bedouin culture, there is no sin worse than offending a healer. They live like kings in the desert. It’s just that they always… add the warmth to their medicines.”
Hadjar looked at his bandages and the flasks around him. Well, his carelessness could be explained by his recent adventures. Speaking of...
“How long have I been here?”
“Three days, Northerner. We thought you wouldn’t recover at first. Coyote’s stinger passed almost a hair’s breadth away from your heart. The rock fragment miraculously didn’t harm your spine. The local shaman said that the gods must have saved you because you were-”
“Considering where I am right now,” Hadjar interrupted. “Did I save the son of the leader or that very shaman?”
Ilmena was about to answer when the cover at the entrance was pulled aside once again. Several people entered the tent at once. Hadjar recognized only three of them: the leader of the tribe, who was still handsome, arrogant, and well-dressed, the grinning Kharad walking beside him, and the bandaged Coyote, who was leaning heavily on a crutch and dragging his right leg behind him.
“No, Northerner,” he said, sitting down on a stool and putting his crutch on the table. “He’s the son of a simple shepherd.”
“Who is going to marry the shaman’s or leader’s daughter soon?”
Kharad, Coyote, and Ilmena exchanged glances and rolled their eyes.
“The people who live in the north are strange indeed if they differentiate children based on who their parents are,” the leader suddenly said in the clear desert language. Hadjar almost choked in shock. “Don’t be surprised, warrior. I’ve lived long enough to learn the languages of the peoples who pass through my territory.”
“But...”
“Any ruler who speaks a foreign language during negotiations doesn’t respect their people or even themselves,” the leader said sharply. “But now I’m no longer negotiating. I’ve come to visit a warrior of my tribe.”
His tribe... Hadjar couldn’t move his body, but he was sure that he could feel a slave collar on his neck. No good deed goes unpunished…
“Yeah,” Hadjar closed his eyes. “I lost...”
“You northerners are truly strange,” the leader sighed. “Maybe you would have lost if you’d continued to fight, but you instead chose to sacrifice your life in order to save a child from my tribe. You voluntarily gave your life to my tribe. What kind of ruler would I be if I put a slave collar on the person who did such a thing?”
Hadjar opened his eyes and looked at the leader. In his eyes, he saw respect. Not deep, he was still a foreigner. It was almost akin to interest, in fact, but still respect nonetheless. Something you reserved for someone you respect as a man more than a warrior.
“You brought us a sacrifice, Northerner, and I accept it.”
The leader went over to the bed and took a dagger out from his turban. He cut his palm and carefully put it on Hadjar’s chest.
“From this day onward, you are of our blood, and we are of yours.”
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The leader’s gesture contained no magic. Their blood didn’t literally become one. It was simply a way to show respect and recognition. As far as the word ‘simple’ could be applied to a situation where a white stranger\foreigner had been accepted into a Bedouin tribe.
For the next three days, only Azrea stayed with Hadjar. No one else visited the tent except a silent healer who changed his bandages. He was an old man, dressed as expensively as the leader. Gradually, Hadjar got better. He even started regretting that those young women weren’t coming to warm him up anymore.
The following day, Coyote brought him some crutches and shook his hand. He helped Hadjar get out of bed, put on a light caftan, and stand on the crutches, which were more akin to two wooden sticks wrapped in rags.
Using them, Hadjar left the tent. His long hair, falling across his shoulders, was caressed by a cheerful, cool wind. Night descended on the Dead Mountains. The stars lit up the sky, and a full moon shone. In the desert, it looked unusually large and almost frighteningly close to them.
Coyote walked at Hadjar’s side. He’d recovered much faster — the difference between a practitioner and a true cultivator at work. The latter’s ability to regenerate was clearly beyond Hadjar’s current capabilities.
The Bedouins were clearly preparing for a celebration. Everywhere he looked, there were clay pots with candles inside them. Hadjar didn’t know why, but their lights were multicolored. The smell of fried meat and seasoning drove him crazy. The people danced and laughed. Half-naked girls spun to rhythmic music and young men played the drums.
As Hadjar walked to the center of the settlement, where the leader was waiting for him, he saw friendly smiles everywhere. People emerged from the darkness, whispering something to him or giving him gifts. The young girls kissed him on the cheek or lips. Coyote smiled at this, greeting some people, hugging others, and even kissing some of them. This current behavior sharply contrasted with how the tribe had welcomed the ‘strangers’ recently.
There was a huge fire in the center of the settlement. Its heat was so strong that it was impossible to get any closer than thirty feet from it. People were sitting around it or basking in the orange glow.
The leader was on a kind of elevated spot, surrounded by his closest people. Kharad and the other scouts sat next to him. Judging by their drunken expressions, they’d been celebrating for a while now. Hadjar had no doubt that the caravan would definitely be allowed to pass.
Noticing Hadjar and Coyote, the leader rose slightly and beckoned them over. When Hadjar walked past the tribesmen, many of them saluted him in the local manner or just smiled at him.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar saw the boy frantically waving at him. Hadjar didn’t regret what he’d done. He would have done the same even if it had meant his certain death. He nodded to the child and moved on.
“Sit down, Hadjar,” the leader moved aside slightly on the pillows.
He didn’t try to help Hadjar sit down, although the northerner was clearly struggling to do so. The leader would’ve damaged the warrior’s honor and dignity had he offered him aid, exposing him as weak and helpless. Neither weakness nor helplessness were welcome among the cruel but free Bedouins.
“Drink our wine,” the leader waved his hand and a slave offered up a tray with a jug. “Then taste our women later in the evening.”
Immediately, a dozen beautiful slave girls appeared. He saw the girls who’d kept him warm among them.
“Thank you, honorable leader,” Hadjar nodded, sipping his wine slowly. “Please forgive my ignorance, but what are we celebrating?”
The leader smiled. For the first time, his expression was truly sincere.
“The birth of a new son of the tribe,” he said in a tone that made it impossible to miss whom he was referring to.
The leader nodded and the music soon fell silent. When the last echoes of the drums subsided and the dancers froze, the leader rose from his seat. He looked around at the people and, spreading his arms, began to speak something in his native language.
“The leader is talking about your deed,” Coyote translated. “He’s saying that the Evening Stars sometimes get confused during their heavenly run and the spirit of a free traveler of the Sea of Sand is locked up in a body born in a foreign land. But even then, that spirit misses its home so much that it hurries to see the sun and the desert once again.”
The leader gave his speech with flair, often gesturing to Hadjar.
“He says that he’s grateful to the Stars for bringing a lost son back home. That they made him strong and worthy along the way, and that they gave him a chance to demonstrate the strength of his spirit.”
The leader waved his hand in the direction of the boy sitting on his father’s shoulders.
“Now he’s asking the shaman to give you a name and mark you as the son of the tribe.”
Suddenly, another boy stood up. He was no more than fifteen years old. Thin, awkward, with red spots on his face and slightly crooked fingers. Nevertheless, looking into his black eyes, Hadjar flinched. Those eyes weren’t human or animal. He couldn’t find the right words to describe what he saw in them. Gods and demons. Did people feel the same way when they saw Traves’ shadow in Hadjar’s eyes?
The boy approached Hadjar. Up close, he looked even smaller. The drums started beating and the people began dancing around the fire with a frenzied intensity. The shaman’s cold fingers touched Hadjar’s forehead.
At that instant, the universe froze for a moment, and then an almost forgotten feeling rose up in Hadjar’s chest, from somewhere deep in his soul. The feeling that he could not only listen to the wind’s stories, but also whisper something back to it.
“Darkhan,” the boy said.
Then he picked up a handful of sand and threw it at Hadjar’s left arm. The northerner howled in pain and then, accompanied by approving laughter, brushed the sand away from his skin. At first, it seemed to stick there, but it was in fact a red mark that had been left behind on his skin. He saw a pattern that stretched from his shoulder to his elbow, something that looked like hieroglyphs and a tattoo at the same time.
“Desert Wind,” the leader nodded. “It’s a good name. Happy birthday to you, our brother, Hadjar Darkhan, Desert Wind Blowing from the North.”
Hadjar’s hair was ruffled by a gust of wind. The shaman hadn’t restored Hadjar’s ability to communicate with the wind, but he had slightly eased the pressure of the other tattoo, the one left on his back by the Sword Spirit.
That evening, Hadjar drank, ate, and had fun as if he were really living his first day in this world. Or even his last...
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Hadjar stood on the crest of a dune and watched the other scouts gather. To thank him for returning their ‘prodigal son’ to their tribe and the fact that the youngest son of the tribe had been saved from certain death, the leader had sent some gifts to Rahaim, the owner of the caravan. The gifts, of course, were symbolic, but the gesture was very meaningful. The Bedouins rarely gave away their belongings. They were conquerors and used to taking rather than giving. However, they still presented Hadjar with a gift of seven rolls of silk and a pearl necklace.
“The shaman wanted me to tell you something…” The leader, who was standing next to Hadjar, handed him three hair ornaments. They were multicolored and covered in various hieroglyphs. “Okay, so, he said that these would protect you from evil spirits along the way… Right, yes! He also wished you a safe journey, but be warned that what you want can be very different from what you actually need.”
Hadjar nodded gratefully and put the shaman’s gift in his pocket. He would have to unravel his turban to weave them into his hair, but he didn’t have the energy to do that right now. Two days had passed since the celebration and Hadjar could move without the aid of crutches. However, he only seemed to have gotten better.
He’d been able to replenish his internal energy reserves by only a quarter. Most of his muscles hadn’t recovered yet, and his fingers wrapped around the hilt of his sword with great difficulty. He wouldn’t be able to defeat a practitioner at the Bodily Rivers level in his current condition.
However, these heavy thoughts quickly faded thanks to the sweet memories of the night after the celebration. Although he’d been wounded, and almost without an ounce of strength left, Hadjar had been able to satisfy his animal urges with the help of one of the single Bedouin girls who’d been dancing around the fire. They’d shared a hot but brief night together.
Then the slave girls had come to Hadjar, but he’d rejected all of them. He couldn’t breathe while looking at their collars, as if his own throat was being constricted by a similar ‘decoration’.
One question still gnawed at Hadjar: “Why did you accept me into the tribe?”
The leader didn’t answer at first. The wind made his expensive clothes rustle and his white caftan glittered with embroidery in the rays of the rising sun. He looked majestic, but at the same time, he appeared to be a humble scholar.
“Maybe because I thought that accepting a truly talented swordsman into the tribe would mean gaining a part of his future glory someday. Or maybe I didn’t want to make this swordsman a slave and make an enemy for my whole tribe. Just looking at you, Hadjar Darkhan, is enough for anyone to know you’re a former slave.”
Hadjar twitched, but said nothing.
“You once threw off those chains... By the Great Stars, I doubt anything could prevent you from doing so a second time. I didn’t want any of my people to be in your way when it happened. ”
The wind carried the sand through the air. Yellow and clean, it slightly burned exposed skin upon contact. Maybe that was why the desert dwellers wore even more clothes than the northerners did.
“Or maybe because my Spirit told me to do it.”
“Your Soul, you mean?” Hadjar asked, thinking that the leader had mixed up the two words.
The older man simply shook his head.
“A soul is for the gods,” he said, pointing to his heart. Then his hand moved down to his stomach. “A spirit is for ourselves. A spirit is what makes you who you are, what determines your path through the oceans of sand and time, what you’ll give back to the World River after your death, making it wider and faster, what, after you strengthen it, will make you a Knight.”
A Spirit Knight... Hadjar remembered how, during the battle at the palace, a figure had appeared behind the Governor, making him several times stronger.
“But not everyone can hear their Spirit,” the leader continued, “some forget about it, listening only to their souls. They will never be Knights... I myself won’t ever become a Knight... I haven’t listened to the whisper of sand, which once served as my guide, for a long time. I’ve betrayed my Spirit, Hadjar Darkhan. Maybe, when your Spirit prompted you to endanger yourself in such a reckless and stupid act, it called out to my Spirit as well.”
Hadjar still didn’t really understand why he’d saved the boy. In that impulsive moment, he hadn’t been thinking with his head. He hadn’t been thinking about slavery or the death of the thousand people in the caravan. He’d just done it.
“Maybe everything I’ve told you is nonsense and I just wanted to secure a strong warrior for my tribe.”
“But I’m leaving soon,” Hadjar said. “Our paths are unlikely to ever cross again.”
The leader smiled. He turned to Hadjar and performed an odd salute, putting his fingers to his lips, then to his heart.
“Never say never, Desert Wind Blowing from the North,” the leader put his hand on Hadjar’s head and touched his forehead to Hadjar’s. “Let the Evening Stars illuminate your path in the night, blood of my blood. May you gain strength in a moment of weakness. May your life be free.”
“And your death worthy,” Hadjar answered.
They shook hands and Hadjar, throwing his travel bag over his shoulder, left.
He didn’t turn around. He felt déjà vu. Once upon a time, the villagers from the Valley of Streams had rescued him. Now he had once more been offered salvation. His forearm felt warm thanks to the tattoo with his new name. For some reason, ‘Darkhan’ sounded much dearer to him than Traves or even Duran.
Traves was his Master’s name.
Duran was something that belonged to his ancestors, they’d been the ones to earn it.
Darkhan was his own unique name, one that reflected all his strengths and weaknesses.
“Hadjar Darkhan,” Hadjar whispered his new name.
Climbing up onto his frog’s back, Hadjar caught Ilmena’s gaze. She was sitting in the saddle of her Desert Raven and combing her hair. It looked as erotic as if she were dancing naked around the fire. However, thanks to his recent dalliance, her charms had almost no effect on him.
“That’s a beautiful necklace, Northerner,” Ilmena nodded at the pearls sticking out of Hadjar’s pocket.
He shoved the jewelry down, making sure it wasn’t visible.
“Sorry, oh beautiful warrior, I have a lady close to my heart who is waiting for a present from me.”
“Are you talking about that little demoness, Hadjar?” Einen appeared from nowhere as usual.
“That is an ungodly sin,” Shakh grimaced while eagerly devouring Ilmena’s hair with his eyes. “But it’s normal for barbarians. You must cut off your male appendage so as not to sow rotten seed across this beautiful world.”
For some reason, all four of them were smiling.
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“Show it to me again!” Serra, walking next to Hadjar, yanked on his caftan. “Show me, Hadjar. Show me! Show me! Show me!”
Rolling his eyes, Hadjar rolled up his sleeve and showed off his red tattoo. The little girl, or the ‘demoness’, as Einen called her, looked at it with admiration.
“It’s soooo cool!” The girl breathed out, allowing him to cover the shaman’s gift back up. Hadjar knew that this reprieve would not last long. In 15 minutes, she would ask him to show her the tattoo again. She was very stubborn, willing to repeat ‘Show me!’ endlessly until he caved.
“I want one!” The girl stamped her foot just like Elaine had as a child. Maybe she was a princess too?
“I don’t think your dad would approve of you getting a tattoo.”
“He never approves of anything at all,” Serra frowned. “He’s so mean. You are much kinder. Maybe you can be my dad?”
Hadjar choked. The girl’s innocence and naivety always amazed him.
“Shall I cover for you?” Einen, as usual, appeared out of nowhere.
For five days, they’d been moving toward the Kurkhadan oasis. Actually, the journey had gotten easier because the dunes were lower and the sand colder.
One day, Kharad’s scouts brought the good news that the Kurkhadan river wasn’t far ahead. In fact, the ‘river’ turned out to be a rather wide creek. It curled through the sands. Sharp, low grass grew along its edges. That day, the caravan didn’t move any farther.
They halted. Everyone was allowed to drink plenty of water and fill their waterskins.
Hadjar could feel the smell of life in the air, something sweet, fragrant, and pleasant. It wasn’t all dry doom like at the center of the Sea of Sand.
Kurkhadan was close. The Bedouins had let the caravan pass through their territory. Neither Kharad nor the other scouts had encountered them along the way, but Hadjar was sure that the tribe was watching over the caravan.
“I don’t know how long it will take me-”
Einen raised his hand and shook his head.
“Go do your thing, Northerner. I’ll cover your shifts.”
“Thank you,” Hadjar said.
“Northerner, I’ll need you to repay the favor someday.”
After patting Serra on the head, Hadjar headed for the special cart that only the guards could use. They could use it to take a nap after a night shift, or to hide from the hot sun during the day, for example.
Serra started pestering the islander. She jumped around Einen and constantly bragged about the pearl necklace she’d gotten. He endured all of it with truly icy calm. He even responded sometimes.
After entering the cart, Hadjar unwound his turban. Dissatisfied with the loss of her berth, Azrea immediately jumped to the floor and, after hissing at him a little, curled up near his feet.
Stroking the displeased kitten, Hadjar pulled out the three ornaments from his pocket. Peering at his reflection in his blade, he wove them into his hair, two on the right and one on the left. The Bedouin shaman’s superstition wouldn’t harm him, and if it helped, that would be a wonderful bonus.
Once he was done with that, he laid down the trophy he’d taken from Brom’s cache. The core of a beast at the King stage. Not insanely strong, but still.
“It’s strange, isn’t it?” Hadjar smiled at the sleeping Azrea. “Practitioners in the Empire use a variety of expensive herbs and potions to help them cultivate. However, I absorb monster cores, which is the most painful and dangerous method.”
Judging by the kitten’s peaceful sniffing, Azrea didn’t care, and neither did Hadjar, for that matter. He felt like it was time for him to move on. He’d stood on the verge of Awakening his Spirit for too long. After everything that had happened recently, he felt that he was ready to move forward.
Assuming the lotus position, Hadjar let reality fade away. Previously, this had taken him several hours to pull off and had required a lot of mental effort. Now, diving into the World River was very simple.
Hadjar began to breathe and circulate his energy in accordance with Traves’ Technique of meditation. Gradually, he filled his core. There was no space left, and every subsequent breath brought only pain with it, a strong burn, as if a torch had been lit in Hadjar’s stomach. Nevertheless, he persevered.
Only the wealthy people of the Empire could afford to take soothing herb baths or drink elixirs worth half of Lidus.
Clenching his teeth and mustering all his willpower, Hadjar endured. He endured even when the ‘torch’ turned into acid that felt like it was melting his flesh. He endured even when lightning struck his nerves, blinding him. Gradually, the World River began to recede and thin out. Agony took its place.
If someone had entered the cart at that moment, they would’ve seen a bleeding man sitting on the floor. His eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and almost all of his pores were bleeding. A slight jolt hit his body, but he didn’t open his eyes.
A steady stream of energy began flowing into his body. There was so much of it that nearby practitioners could feel it. They quickly guessed that someone was making a breakthrough and therefore decided to move away from the cart. If the practitioner failed, the wave of wild energy released in the backlash would harm them as well.
At some point, Hadjar realized that he was starting to drown in his agony, losing himself and his connection to reality. Then he turned to his inner sword.
Armed with the blade, his mind began to cut its way through the barriers of pain. Hadjar plunged deeper and deeper into himself. He swam through the waters of the energy that flowed into the center of his being. He pushed through the pain, not allowing himself to give in to oblivion. There, somewhere deep down in the darkness and pain, he saw a light. A blue fog. A shapeless shard of the sky. Invisible and elusive. That was what Hadjar’s Spirit looked like at the moment.
Holding his inner sword, Hadjar stopped diving. The pain, like an enemy horde, swept over the ‘castle’ of his consciousness from all sides. It besieged his mind, but was met by his dangerous blade each time.
Hadjar reached for the monster core and immediately heard a roar. The desert beast, a mixture of a dog and hippopotamus, rushed toward him. Now Hadjar had to simultaneously fight against the pain and the monster’s shadow.
Each cut inflicted on its incredibly huge body sent a new stream of its energy into Hadjar. Only this time, it didn’t flow into him, but into the blue fog. Hadjar kept fighting until he saw nothing in front of him but his Self and Sword. The pain receded and the monster’s shadow disappeared.
There was only the void, his sword, and the glowing fog full of energy. Hadjar stood in front of it and, after mulling it over a little, took a step forward.
For a moment, he felt like he was flying...
“Oasis! The Kurkhadan oasis is straight ahead!”
Hadjar opened his eyes and, frantically gasping for breath, fell to the floor. Outside, the people rejoiced, looking forward to their salvation, a bastion of life in the endless waves of sand.
Hadjar smiled stupidly, sensing he’d taken another step forward along the path of cultivation. He’d awakened his Spirit.




Chapter 291

While everyone was bustling outside, Hadjar leaned his head back against the floor and breathed more evenly. Azrea, twitching her nose, jumped onto his chest and, despite his groan of pain, curled up. Hadjar immediately felt better.
The wounds on Hadjar’s body were awful and required a healer’s immediate assistance, but he didn’t call for him. Hadjar took out several pre-stocked flasks from his bag. Each of them contained a special, colorful potion.
Downing their contents in one gulp, Hadjar grimaced. They tasted exactly like earthworms. Why did Hadjar know what earthworms tasted like? Well, when he’d been a circus freak, he’d often had nothing to eat...
Despite their disgusting taste, the elixirs helped him greatly. With each breath, the wounds on Hadjar’s body and his internal organs healed, and the circulation of his energy normalized.
Of course, these weren’t healing potions that could only be bought in the Empire. They were simple healing tinctures that worked so well because Hadjar’s own energy and mind had caused the damage, not a foe. Such wounds were the easiest to cure.
Half an hour later, Hadjar was able to sit up and grip the hilt of his sword. If his neural network had been functional, he would’ve been able to easily discern all the advantages of his new level of cultivation. Alas, without its aid, Hadjar had to rely solely on his best guess.
“Shall we head out?” Hadjar smiled at the sleeping Azrea.
After making sure his turban was properly wound once more, Hadjar placed the kitten into it and, adjusting his belt and sheath, exited the cart. The world around him hadn’t changed, except for the vague silhouette of an oasis on the horizon.
However, it could’ve also been a mirage, something Hadjar had seen numerous times during their month-long journey. Everything from the harmless outlines of forests and mountains to the shadows of the past, which always pained him, had appeared to him. However, he’d quickly learned to distinguish between reality and the potentially lethal mirages.
Sniffing the air, he closed his eyes and listened to the world around him.  Hadjar noticed some changes in his perception.
Everything had become a little clearer and brighter, as if a bit more detail had been added to a picture. Hadjar couldn’t find the right words to describe his new perception of the world. Nevertheless, he understood that it differed greatly from how he’d viewed the world at his previous level.
“Nothing tests new power better than a good spar,” someone said from behind him.
Hadjar had felt a slight breath a moment before the islander had spoken. This was the first time Hadjar had been able to notice Einen before he’d revealed himself.
“In a couple of days, islander,” Hadjar nodded, “when I feel better.”
Einen nodded slightly, making it clear that he’d heard his friend. For a while, they walked side by side in silence. Hadjar kept releasing his energy and ‘pulling’ it back like a child playing with a yo-yo. At least that’s what inexperienced practitioners would think. More experienced practitioners would understand his actions. Hadjar was trying to determine the boundaries of his new abilities. Since he didn’t have time to spar or practice with his sword, this was the best way to test himself. He did so for about two hours. Soon, Hadjar’s thoughts were occupied with something else.
Descending from the crest of the dune, the caravan reached a flat sand surface. The creek they’d been walking next to had turned into a small river. It snaked toward the oasis.
He had seen many mountains in his life. However, the sight before him still stunned Hadjar.
The stream flowed into a wide lake that had palm trees and tall grass growing around it, and houses made from white stone and mats instead of doors were dotted all around it as well. Women dressed in colorful robes walked with jugs and baskets on their heads. Their skin was much darker than the desert dwellers’. Children, laughing, ran along the river. Some men were practicing attacks and stances. Somewhere in the distance, the golden domes of a palace shone brightly. A paved street seemed to emerge from the palace, and the stalls of numerous merchants, hawking their wares, crowded the street on both sides.
There was no wall around the Kurkhadan oasis. Anyone could enter the settlement from any direction. However, thanks to his new, sharpened perception, Hadjar noticed that they did have a ‘wall’, just not a stone one. It was like the barrier that Serra had created long ago. Sometimes, if he quickly looked away, he would see a slight golden flicker and bizarre hieroglyphs out of the corner of his eye. But none of that was what had amazed Hadjar.
In the center of the lake, there was an island. It had rugged vegetation that grew at the foot of a cliff as white as snow. The huge rock rose higher and higher into the sky, becoming wider and more massive the higher it went. At the top, it was crowned by a gigantic plateau, so big that it could’ve fit two capitals of Lidus on it. It kind of resembled a giant stone pyramid, only upside down.
On the plateau, there was a… forest. Not one made up of palm trees and other exotic trees, but a most ordinary, deciduous or sometimes coniferous forest. Hadjar saw birch trees, spruces, poplars, ash trees, and even oaks. Everything that his soul sometimes yearned for.
In the center of this forest, there was a large hill. It was crisscrossed by four wide springs, which turned into four rivers the further down they flowed and then into waterfalls as they reached the lake.
“I had thought that I would never see anything more surprising than the Dead Mountains,” Einen voiced their mutual thought.
Many of the caravan’s passengers were also awed by the view and happy to know that they wouldn’t be dying of hunger and thirst in the desert.
“You don’t get to see these kinds of things in the north, do you, barbarian?” Shakh grunted out as he passed by.
“We still have our own wonders we can brag about,” Hadjar shrugged.
But try as he might, he couldn’t remember anything that could compare to the Kurkhadan in beauty and majesty.
“Don’t forget Shakar’s instructions,” the boy reminded them and rode ahead to annoy Ilmena.
After they’d come back from the Dead Mountains, all the guards had been gathered by Shakar. He’d told the newbies and reminded the veterans about the rules of the oasis.
In spite of the obvious barrier, anyone could enter the oasis. As long as their intentions were peaceful, everyone could remain in Kurkhadan for as long as they wished. They could drink at any table (if they had the money to pay for their drinks), eat, have fun, and walk around everywhere. They could even start a family here, buy a house and settle down. It wasn’t forbidden. In Kurkhadan, there was no such thing as a ‘stranger’.
However, there were a few rules that everyone had to follow. The local chieftain, king, sultan, etc. — any of these titles might’ve been used — was considered to be a divine figure. When he walked down the street, everyone had to fall to their knees and press their foreheads to the ground.
Nobody was allowed to speak in the ruler’s presence.
Carrying a weapon wasn’t forbidden, but no one, except for the oasis guards, had the right to draw their weapons.
The last and most strictly enforced rule was this: under no circumstances, under penalty of death, was anyone allowed to climb to the top of the oasis.
“Darkha-a-an,” a whisper came to him on the wind.
Hadjar raised his head. He could swear he’d seen a blurry silhouette among the fir trees.
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Nobody paid attention to the caravan’s arrival to Kurkhadan. Rahaim’s ‘desert ship’ wasn’t the only one visiting the oasis. Even an inexperienced traveler such as Hadjar noticed the other caravans as the locals were quite different from the newcomers.
Shakar was often absent, attending the council of the caravan drivers. At first, Hadjar had felt uneasy about the fact that everything was being decided without his input at these councils. It was his Mad General side rearing up. His concerns soon faded.
Hadjar Darkhan was now a simple traveler navigating the Sea of Sand, headed toward the Empire. He didn’t care about the caravan leaders’ intrigues and concerns. He just wanted to survive and eat.
In fact, Hadjar had been planning to eat right before all the guards were invited to a meeting.
There weren’t too many guards attending. Hadjar now understood that you didn’t need a lot of people to protect a thousand travelers in the desert, just good commanders.
“Kurkhadan is well protected,” Shakar got straight to the point. “We will rest here for three days and you can do whatever you want, but remember that you mustn’t get expelled by the local guards. If a caravan guard is kicked out, the entire caravan will be driven out with them.”
The fact he could hear light breathing behind him confirmed Hadjar’s earlier guess that he was now able to sense Einen’s approach.
“Rahaim went to see the local sheikh,” Einen whispered.
Hadjar was certain that the islander had already scouted everything. If he’d had such a scout working for him during the wars in Lidus, he would have earned the nickname ‘Brilliant General’ instead.
“Why was a simple caravaneer granted an audience with the sheikh?” Hadjar asked aloud.
He’d posed the question to himself rather than his companion. However, Einen also mulled it over. Shakar continued to instruct the guards, but the two of them weren’t listening to him.
“I don’t like this, Northerner,” Einen sighed. “First of all, that story about Sankesh and the ridiculous coincidence of our caravan’s route crossing paths with his army. Have you heard about the other caravans traveling through the Sea these days?”
Hadjar just nodded. He’d spoken a lot with those in the Bedouin tribe who’d understood the desert language and he’d found out that the number of caravans passing through the Dead Mountains had decreased several times over... By the gods, it had gone from hundreds to just a few. The fact that Rahaim’s caravan was among those remaining few couldn’t possibly be just a coincidence. And now he had been granted an audience with the Kurkhadan sheikh.
It didn’t matter what they were discussing. All that mattered was that they were discussing something. To put things into perspective, this was the equivalent of a common trader, albeit a successful one, working in any ordinary city square, suddenly getting Primus’ or Haver’s attention.
“Can you get into the palace?” Hadjar asked without moving his lips.
Einen shook his head.
“The spells that surround it are too strong for me.”
“Spells...” Hadjar repeated curiously.
“Sorry, Northerner,” Einen smiled slightly. “I’m not the right person to tell you about the true path of cultivation.”
The true path of cultivation... Hadjar was tired of trying to figure out what that was. None of the practitioners he’d met that knew about these strange mysteries had agreed to reveal the secret. All of them insisted that he needed to find a mentor to guide him on this ‘true’ path. If they said one wrong word, everything would be ruined, both for them and for Hadjar. Blah, blah, blah.
It was a pity that his first Teacher, South Wind, hadn’t lived long enough to share the knowledge he’d gained in Underworld City. May the ancestors be kind to him and his rebirth calm and joyous! By the way, given how long had passed since his death, South Wind had already left his forefathers’ house and set off on the cycle of rebirth. Hadjar’s parents had as well...
Fending off these morose thoughts, Hadjar turned to the islander. “Can you scout the palace?”
Einen thought about it for a moment.
“I can if there isn’t a Heaven Soldier there. Practitioners at the lower stages don’t notice me.”
“So, do that, please. I’ll wander around the city and find out what the local gossip is. Maybe I’ll come across something useful.”
The islander nodded and, before disappearing into the shadows, added, “Keep your frog saddled.”
When Shakar finished his speech (most of which Hadjar hadn’t listened to), he went to explore the city. Passing by the caravan, he noticed that it wasn’t just his frog and Einen’s desert raven that were still saddled. Zurkh also hadn’t unpacked.
The strange, suspicious man watched the guard walk past and turned to Serra, his daughter. She waved her hand frantically at Hadjar and shouted something.
“Well that’s odd,” Hadjar muttered and kept walking.
Kurkhadan, just like every other settlement in the Sea of Sand apparently, was celebrating something as night fell. Or maybe they were just greeting their evening stars. The beautiful companions of the moon were revered by all desert dwellers, regardless of their origin. They served as the locals’ only guide and, therefore, helped them survive, and everyone appreciated that, without exception.
Music poured out from small teahouses. Barefoot girls and boys danced in the streets. Aromatic puffs of smoke filled the air and Hadjar almost succumbed to the temptation to join the smokers.
Instead, he took out his pipe and lit it. His thoughts immediately settled and his heartbeat steadied. The pipe always reassured him and sharpened his thinking.
Fireflies flew out of the lake. They fluttered among the paper lanterns, looking like stars falling from the black velvet heavens.
“I know you’re there,” Hadjar grinned, feeling more breathing behind him.
He turned sharply, but didn’t see Einen, only an empty street that ended somewhere among the lights of the central avenue.
“Catch me if you can,” someone whispered hotly in his ear.
Hadjar turned back and saw two green, female eyes and a wide, roguish smile. Then a dagger’s blade flashed and his inconspicuous wallet that held the bracelets was torn from Hadjar’s belt.
Hadjar was incredibly fast and an enraged Hadjar, a dragon stirring in his eyes, was even faster. However, even his speed wasn’t enough to catch the thief.
As light as the fog, she moved several yards ahead and waved the wallet at him.
“Come on, catch me,” she repeated.
In absolute silence, Hadjar pursued her with dogged determination. He turned into the shadow of five ravens, but each time, the thief slipped away from his grip.
They flew over the roofs of the houses, pushing off the tiles with only the toes of their feet. They surged across the street, and the wind kicked up by their passage closed the shutters of the windows. They were so fast that passerby sometimes shuddered, thinking that they’d seen ghosts. Nevertheless, no matter how hard Hadjar tried, he couldn’t catch her.
He ran after her all over the city, and then through the forest, stopping at the shore of the lake. The full moon was reflected on its surface, resembling a huge silver coin. Night birds and cicadas filled the air with their song.
He didn’t see the girl. Only the barest flicker of movement.
“You didn’t catch me,” came from behind him.
Hadjar didn’t even manage to turn around. Someone unusually strong pushed him. Unable to resist the force, Hadjar fell into the water and immediately tried to swim back up, but it was futile.
An incredibly strong current spun him around and carried him toward the foot of the upside down pyramid, to one of the four waterfalls. Then something that even Hadjar himself couldn’t believe happened.
He was drawn toward and lifted up along that very waterfall. Through the water, he first saw the roofs of the many houses, then the palace, then the whole of Kurkhadan, and then, finally, the Sea of Sand, bathed in starlight.
Suddenly, he was thrown onto the plateau, at the very edge of the strange forest. Hadjar was now hundreds of yards away from the lake. He remembered the strict ban on visiting this place.
“Damn it,” Hadjar cursed.
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After spending a couple of minutes marveling at this twist of fate, Hadjar rose to his feet and brushed himself off. The wet silk stuck to his body, so Hadjar took off his kaftan, rolled it up, and hung it over his shoulder. Now clad only in his trousers and turban (he wondered how Azrea never fell out of it during all these adventures), Hadjar drew his blade and moved toward the depths of the forest.
“Whoever you are!” Hadjar demanded loudly as he moved, “Show yourself!”
As Kurkhadan’s lights dimmed behind him, Hadjar drew closer to the rocky hills. He had to admit, after the long journey through the sand dunes, something like his ‘native’ forests turned out to be a challenge for him. It felt so odd to place his foot down on a hard, even surface. Hadjar didn’t have to constantly balance and shift his center of gravity to stay upright. This was probably why the desert dwellers seemed so graceful to northerners. They’d grown up balancing on the sands.
The thick forest was rather… strange. Hadjar couldn’t pick up the smells that helped him navigate even in unfamiliar areas. No birds were making noise, alarmed by the uninvited guest. The cicadas stayed silent as well. There were no rustling leaves and branches swaying in the wind. There wasn’t even any wind. With each step he took, Hadjar grew more convinced that he wasn’t in a forest, but some strange mimicry of one. The place where he’d ended up looked like a forest, but it simply didn’t feel like one.
“Keep up,” the soft whisper came to him on the sudden wind.
Hadjar turned sharply and swung his blade, but accomplished nothing. His attack, normally capable of cutting through at least three old oaks, was absorbed by the nearest birch. There wasn’t even a scratch on the tree.
An inoffensive, cheerful laugh filled the air and fireflies spun around Hadjar’s legs. They created a glowing, winding path that went through the trees and bushes.
Sighing and rubbing his nose, Hadjar swung his blade slightly (just to muster up some confidence) and followed the path made by the fireflies.
Sometimes, they had fun with Hadjar. They deliberately went around in wide arcs, and a couple of times, Hadjar realized that he’d walked through the same place twice. Or maybe they weren’t yanking his chain. It was possible that there were places in the forest that resembled each other down to the broken branches.
“You got me,” someone giggled.
Hadjar stood at the edge of a small pond. The low treetops were bunched up so tightly above him that the starlight didn’t penetrate here. Nevertheless, it wasn’t dark, and he was able to distinguish every blade of grass.
The water in the pond glowed softly. Hadjar would’ve once thought that this was caused by reflections or some other trick of the light. Now, thanks to his new perception and Awakened Spirit, he understood that to be false.
Something really was glowing in the pond, but Hadjar didn’t know what it was. He only felt goose bumps running down his back and sweat rolling down his temple.
Hadjar wasn’t necessarily afraid of it. He just clearly understood that the kind of power that the pond radiated could wipe him out as quickly and easily as the mighty Traves, the Lord of the Heavens, in his prime.
“Who are you?” Hadjar asked into the void. After a moment, he corrected himself. “What are you?”
He heard a slight laugh again, and then the fireflies rushed toward the lake and plunged into the emerald radiance of the calm water. Hadjar flinched at the amount of energy that spilled out at that moment.
Gradually, the emerald light darkened. It swirled and the water boiled. The bubbles of light burst, sprinkling gold threads into the air. Out of this darkness and gold, a figure slowly appeared.
First, a slightly torn but elegant dress could be seen. Darkness and gold shimmered across it, creating the illusion that someone had wrapped themselves in a fragment of the night sky, bottomless and full of bright stars.
The belt on the dress was made up of fireflies that sat there calmly. It looked as if they’d frozen, turning into a golden chain.
“Hello, Desert Wind,” a girl said.
She had long, dark, curly hair, blue eyes, and dark skin. Her large, firm breasts were tantalizingly displayed by the neckline of her dress.
The girl looked as if she’d come from Hadjar’s dreams. She was the most beautiful and perfect woman that he’d ever seen. Any man would’ve immediately stopped breathing if she’d touched his cheek. Everything about her was perfect: her slightly heaving chest, the swing of her hips, even her smile was incredibly seductive. For the first time in a long time, Hadjar was unable to calm his wildly beating heart, as the mere sight of her rendered him nearly helpless with desire.
“What are you?” Hadjar repeated a little louder, grasping his sword with both hands in a desperate attempt to resist the unnatural attraction. A whirlwind of energy sprang up around him, a dragon’s shadow dancing within it. Even though he knew that he couldn’t hope to harm this creature which was equal in power to Traves, he wasn’t going to surrender without a fight. Even if he’d been facing the inhabitants of the Seventh Heaven, he would’ve still fought them.
“You’re brave,” her voice would’ve opened the gates of any fortress, “and lonely, like a desert wind that has nowhere to settle. The shaman chose a good name for you.”
She went to him... or rather, flew over to him. Without touching the grass, she glided over and stopped an inch away from the tip of his blade. Hadjar’s hand didn’t waver. He stared at the wallet hanging on the creature’s belt. For the contents of that wallet, Hadjar would go to war, even against the Emperor or a god.
However, Hadjar’s sword remained locked in place. Its tip rested against the creature’s index finger, the finger as immovable as solid rock.
“Young Wind,” the creature whispered. “Don’t you understand that you can’t even touch me?”
Hadjar, his blood boiling with rage, only nodded abruptly.
“Then why? Aren’t you scared of me?”
The creature did nothing. He saw no sign, word, or burst of energy, but suddenly, the weight of the whole world fell on Hadjar’s shoulders. The terrible pressure was so great that the ground beneath him cracked.
“You... took...” He could barely speak. Each word made his bones creak, and blood slowly poured from his nose. Each word he spoke also made the creature’s eyes widen in surprise. “... something... that… belonged... to me...”
The creature blinked several times and then laughed. By the Evening Stars and the Great Turtle, her laugh was fascinating. Fireflies flew out of the darkness. They surrounded the wallet, picked it up, and it was soon back on Hadjar’s belt.
“Even the ones you call Heaven Soldiers can’t speak under the pressure of my power. But you didn’t even lower your sword. I think I’ve made the right choice.”
She was very quick. Hadjar didn’t even see her move, but suddenly, the creature’s hand was next to his right ear.
“We don’t need any witnesses.”
“Let me go, you bitch!” A thin, squeaky voice protested. “By the will of the Seventh Heaven Magistrate, let me go!”
Hadjar turned slowly. His eyes widened in surprise. Not because the creature’s graceful fingers now looked like claws, but because those claws were holding a fairy tightly. A messenger of the gods.
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 “Let me go, you exiled monster!” The fairy squealed.
She looked almost exactly like General Atikus, Hadjar’s childhood idol, had described: a small creature with slightly shimmering skin, looking almost like a child, and with a sword at her waist. Despite her size, Hadjar felt the power emanating from the fairy. It wasn’t as great as the creature’s own, but it would’ve certainly been enough to send Hadjar to his forefathers.
“What does a little fairy need from a mere mortal?” The girl tilted her head curiously.
“That’s none of your business, fallen wretch! I am here on the Magistrate’s orders! Let me go right now!”
Revealing an even row of sharp fangs, the fairy bit into the girl’s claw. She then screamed in pain and small tears that looked like diamonds ran down her cheeks.
“I would advise that you collect those tears,” the girl whispered. “Getting a chance to bottle a fairy’s tears is as rare as the opportunity to meet a god.”
Without hesitation, Hadjar took out a flask with a healing potion from his bag. Emptying it, he brought the flask up to the fairy’s cheek. She tried to dodge away, but was held in place by the claws.
Only two teardrops landed inside, but that was enough to make the flask flare up with a light brighter than the full moon. Hadjar hid it in his wallet, alongside his fallen friends’ bracelets. It was made from a special fabric and hid the light well.
“How dare you collect my tears, you dirty animal! Worthless mortal! You are less important than the bowel movements of the least powerful of the Seventh Heaven’s servants! A microbe! Less than nothing! A dirty, rotten bastard!”
Unlike the fairy that Atikus had told him about, this one didn’t exude an aura of wisdom and mystery.
“Calm down, birdie,” the creature jerked her hand a couple of times and the fairy fell silent. “Now, why did they send you to follow this mortal?”
“I won’t tell you anything, beast.”
For a couple of seconds, they just stared at each other, and then the creature shrugged. He heard a sudden, nasty crunch, and the fairy’s body went limp in her grip. Gradually, her skin grew pale as marble. The fairy’s wings fluttered a few more times and froze. With an absolutely calm, even bored expression, the creature held out the fairy’s corpse to Hadjar.
“Take it with you. Maybe someday you’ll meet someone who’ll be able to use her body. As far as I can recall, you can make Energy Stones from their bodies.”
“Energy Stones?” Hadjar asked as he placed the little body in the wallet as well.
The creature shrugged once again. Hadjar flinched at the gesture, remembering what the creature had done to the fairy.
“I’m not going to teach you the simple truths, mortal,” all the playfulness and lightness evaporated from the creature’s voice. The attractive and supple girl turned into a beautiful but distant snow queen. “It’s bad enough that I revealed myself in front of an envoy of the damned Magistrate.”
Hadjar blinked a couple of times. He finally understood what had just happened. There had been a fairy hovering behind his ear for demons only knew how long. A messenger of the gods. Living proof that Atikus hadn’t been crazy and that the Seventh Heaven really did exist. So, the ones responsible for the destruction of Hadjar’s family were real. His knuckles turned white as he gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.
“Well, well, well,” the creature squinted. “Now I understand why she was watching you... But that’s not important right now. Let me introduce myself, mortal. I’m Ignes.”
“Ignes,” Hadjar repeated. “Just Ignes?”
“Just Ignes,” the creature nodded. “You’re too young, weak, and uneducated, so my name tells you nothing. My other names wouldn’t enlighten you either. So… I won’t bother listing all of them.”
It was hard to argue with her logic.
“Hadjar Darkhan,” Hadjar introduced himself to be polite, although she’d already known his name.
“Yes,” she nodded. “Desert Wind Blowing from the North. A beautiful name. An ancient Name. A Name you earned. Don’t waste it, little mortal. Names had power before the Gods appeared and will still have it even after they’re gone.”
It seemed to Hadjar like one more mystery of the universe had just been revealed to him at that moment. However, like hundreds of times before, he wasn’t yet ready to comprehend its depths. He memorized it for later, when he would hopefully be ready to tackle its intricacies.
“What are you, Ignes?” Hadjar finally dared to ask. “Why did you bring me here?”
“I am what you see before you,” a light smile touched the creature’s lips. “I’m the air you’re breathing. I’m the grass on which you stand. I’m the forest that surrounds you. I’m the pond you’re looking at.”
The girl rippled and disappeared. Only the pond, emanating an emerald blue light, remained.
“You look at yourself as I look at you,” a voice sounded from the pond.
Hadjar was speaking to a demon pond!
“What the...” Hadjar staggered to the side, almost dropping his sword.
“That’s why,” the incredibly beautiful girl reappeared in front of him, “I assumed a form you would prefer.”
Hadjar’s thoughts were all over the place. The only thing he understood was that there was no actual girl standing in front of him. When he looked closely, he saw she combined the features of all the women who’d ever evoked any feelings in him, from Stepha to Ilmena.
“I brought you here to make a deal. You see, Wind, I’ve lived for so long that I’ve seen some stars get born and others die. Some would’ve grown tired of such a long life, but not me. I wish to live on.”
“I don’t understand…”
“I’m this whole oasis. I’m the life in the midst of death. I’m Ignes. Very few can hurt me, and even fewer can kill me. But, like any other life form, I’m weaker right before I die. And my death is approaching as we speak.”
“Death?” Hadjar asked. He was always annoyed when these entities spoke vaguely. Apparently, Ignes, whoever or whatever she was, understood that.
“Bandits are coming here. They are fleeing from Sankesh’s army,” she said in the tone of voice someone would use when telling a small child the answer to a simple riddle. “They’ll burn Kurkhadan down, and I’ll die with it. I want you to save the oasis, all of its inhabitants, and me.”
Hadjar blinked.
“With all due respect, honorable Ignes, your power is enough to destroy not only the bandits, but also Sankesh’s entire army. What can I possibly do to help?”
“Stupid mortal,” the creature sighed. Damned secrets! “Despite all those insults the fairy hurled at me, I respect the ancient laws. I can’t touch mortals, and I can’t protect my people from them. But you can.”
“But why me?” Hadjar surprised. “Is there anyone stronger below?”
“Of course,” Ignes nodded. “Hundreds of those who easily defeat you. Dozens of those who grind you into powder.”
“Then why-”
“They have no Name,” the creature interrupted him. “In spite of all their power and long life, they never earned their Names. I can’t speak to the Nameless. Don’t think that you’re all that special, Hadjar Darkhan. You’re just the only one who can speak to me and see me. And thus, the only one who can accept my gift.”
The creature suddenly appeared next to Hadjar. Ignes ran her fingers along Hadjar’s blade. As she did so, a string of hieroglyphs seemed to appear along the steel, depicting streams of wind and a dragon dancing between them.
“My spell will last until the morning, Wind. Then your blade will crumble. I beg you, save my people... At least the children. I liked playing with them...”
Hadjar didn’t have time to reply. He was pushed again. The world spun around him. By the time Hadjar was once more able to tell up from down, he was already standing on the shore of the lake at the base of the inverted pyramid.
“What the-”
Alarm bells and the cries of panicked people drowned out his curse.
“Bandits!” The heralds cried. “The bandits are coming!”
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Hadjar reached the city almost instantly. The celebratory atmosphere had vanished, as if the panicked cries had completely turned off all the fun and serenity.
The oasis dwellers, after making sure their children were following or carrying the ones who couldn’t run very quickly, rushed to their houses. The women were shouting something. Hadjar was struck by a sudden remembrance.
People who had never seen a city as it was being besieged didn’t know how loudly a woman could scream when she felt like her child was in mortal danger. Hadjar had never defended from a siege. However... he had besieged cities. Sometimes, during his darkest nights, the cries of those unfortunate people haunted him.
Thanks to the guards’ efforts, the streams of people didn’t turn into a sea of chaos and flesh. Some fell to the pavement or lost their children in the crowd. They cried and shouted until the guards or compassionate people helped them.
Someone dropped a torch and one of the market stalls erupted into flames. As soon as the wind picked up, the flame would spread to the nearby houses. Hadjar knew from experience that it was the civilians themselves who caused a good tenth of the destruction in a siege.
With one swing of his blade, he extinguished the flame and then froze. He raised his sword up to his face and peered at the blade. It was the same as ever: simple, solid, bought from a good blacksmith for a decent amount of coin. These kinds of blades weren’t lauded in songs or legends. They didn’t get names. This blade was just a tool.
However, during the swing, Hadjar had felt something that he’d never experienced before. It had seemed to him like the sword itself had known what to do. As if it was eager for battle and only needed its wielder to direct it, as if Hadjar wasn’t alone on the roof of that house. There was the man and there was the sword. They were there together. Two creatures ready to fight side by side.
“Northerner!” He heard the word after sensing light breathing behind him.
Hadjar turned around and Einen, after stepping out of the shadows, recoiled. Opening his eyes wide, he looked at the sword in the northerner’s hands.
“An Imperial blade,” Einen breathed out. “By the Great Turtle, Hadjar! It was just a simple, mortal weapon this morning! Not even an artifact! How... Where…?”
“It’s a long story, buddy,” Hadjar shrugged.
An Imperial blade... Hadjar didn’t even know what that was. However, he didn’t have time to find out.
Einen pulled himself together with great difficulty. His eyelids drooped down again, hiding his odd eyes.
“You’re right, Northerner. I tried to find you, but you were hidden... ”
“That’s enough, Einen,” Hadjar said sternly. “We don’t have time for this. I’ll tell you everything after we survive.”
The islander nodded.
“What’s Shakar doing? Did he tell you anything?” Hadjar asked.
“He’s near the sheikh’s palace with the other guards,” Einen squatted and leaned on his staff. His gaze was directed toward the desert. There, in the distance, the lights of the approaching bandit army were already visible. “Rahaim is still inside.”
“Will they stay there to guard it?”
“Probably,” Einen shrugged. “Shakar is confident that we’ll be safe. There are at least three dozen Heaven Soldiers in the city. And the sheikh, according to rumors, has recently reached the level of Spirit Knight.”
Hundreds of those who could easily defeat you. Dozens of those who could grind you into dust with little more than a thought, Hadjar recalled Ignes’ words. Either the creature had lied to him, or the damned spirit hadn’t even been talking about people at all. Given that neither Hadjar nor anyone else had noticed the fairy watching him, then... He didn’t want to think about that right now.
“Should we hide inside the city?”
Hadjar and Einen looked at each other. After a moment, they smiled like predators. Neither of them had left his native land to enjoy safety and comfort.
They were eager for battle. They wouldn’t pass up this chance, given to them by fate, to participate in a small war. The city soon grew quiet. The waiting began.
The residents hid in their homes. The guards patrolled the streets. They sought out looters, thieves, or the bandits’ spies. The latter were already in Kurkhadan, no doubt about it.
In the north, bandits usually numbered a hundred or, at a maximum, a thousand people per group. In the Sea of Sand, it was completely different. Here, bandit groups were practically an army, just one that didn’t have a legitimate ‘ruler’ or headquarters. There might be hundreds of thousands of them.
Hadjar and Einen sat silently on the roof of the house nearest to the city’s protective dome. The golden dome was shining much more distinctly now. Above Ignes’ location, several large hieroglyphics rotated in the air.
Accompanied by the steady beat of the local drums, the guards came up to the borders of the dome. They wore light chain armor, open helmets, and leather clothes. Most of them were armed with short spears.
The archers stood at the back, while the swordsmen were in the middle of the ranks. The guards wielding hammers and long spears rode huge lizards. There were at least seventy thousand defenders.
A huge horn sounded. As it was mounted atop the sheikh’s palace, its roar carried for many miles around.
“Great Turtle protect us,” Einen breathed out.
Hadjar agreed with him completely.
From behind the nearest dune, the bandit army appeared. ‘Army’ was the only way to describe it. There were hundreds of thousands of warriors, dressed in the same clothes: red turbans, red belts, and a sheath with weapons. Each of them had a wide metal disk, a skull fastened to it with four straps, on their chest.
The same skull that was depicted in black and gold on their red banners.
Instead of horses, the bandits rode huge scorpions. Hundreds of the beasts stomped their legs and let out disgusting hissing noises, their chitinous shells creaking.
The spearmen marched forward. Behind them, the battalions of archers rode lizards. On the flanks, spurred by whips, thousands of slaves pulled huge ballistae and trebuchets.
“Thank the Evening Stars,” Hadjar sighed, “The locals don’t use gunpowder.”
Einen only nodded. Thanks to the daytime heat and nighttime cold, cannons didn’t work here.
“Look over there, Northerner,” Einen pointed with his staff toward the bandits’ leader.
Hadjar looked through his telescope. With a pompous air about him, the leader was riding a huge, sixteen-legged scorpion with three stingers. But the scariest fact was that the leader was emanating the aura of a Spirit Knight! It was weak by the standards of that level of cultivation, but, damn it, he was still a Spirit Knight!
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Einen also had a telescope. He had a proper sailor’s one, like all islanders.
“There are no less than a dozen cultivators in their ranks,” he breathed out a couple of minutes later. “A dozen Heaven Soldiers, Hadjar. Have you ever seen so many at once?”
“Nope,” Hadjar shook his head.
At that moment, some figures appeared on the roofs of the Kurkhadan houses. They were quite varied: tall and short, female and male, thick and slim. Some had swords, others had bows, and two people even wielded something like… lutes? Bloody lutes! There were almost thirty warriors, all of them emanating the aura of true cultivators.
“These are our defenders,” Hadjar grinned. “Almost fifty cultivators in one battle... even if I drop dead right now, my journey wasn’t for nothing.”
“Don’t be in a hurry to meet your ancestors, Northerner. We haven’t stained the sands with the enemy’s blood yet. ”
There was only silence for a while. The kind that Hadjar had gotten used to during his years of war. In fact, it wasn’t silence at all. Hadjar could hear the soldiers’ prayers. Some were checking the arrows in their quivers and pulling on their bowstrings, while others were adjusting their blades or spears.
“It’s a little unusual to see a siege without a wall,” Hadjar decided to break the silence.
“You’re a barbarian,” Einen snorted. “I’ve heard that people in the north live in cells they build for themselves, but I never believed it until now.”
Hadjar looked at the islander. Did people erect walls around cities only in the northern countries? Did the rest of the world use magic?
A stately, gray-haired man stepped forward onto a roof. He held a gigantic, two-handed broadsword that could easily cut down both a horse and its rider.
The man, apparently a local general, abruptly shouted something. Immediately, the guards formed orderly lines, doing so with practiced cohesion. The spearmen came forward and knelt, moving the tips of their weapons forward. The archers stood behind them, nocking their arrows and angling their bows toward the sky.
The Spirit Knight walked ahead of the other bandits.
“Valorous defenders of Kurkhadan!” The bandit’s voice was perfectly audible for at least a dozen miles around him. “By the Evening Stars, valiant defenders, there is no need for us to shed blood! We aren’t looking for plunder in your city! We only need what your ruler has taken from us! Let him come out here and fight me! Only the two of us will bleed and, regardless of the outcome of the battle, my warriors won’t touch your city!”
“What your ruler has taken from us…” Einen whispered. “It seems to me, Northerner, like they came here for a reason.”
Hadjar remained silent.
Several seconds of waiting followed. If this had happened a couple of years ago, if an enemy had approached Hadjar’s army, would he have gone out to face the enemy commander? Hadjar recalled how Dragon Tooth and Moon Leen had met their ends. Very soon, their souls would be leaving their ancestors’ homes and continuing on to the cycle of rebirth.
“So be it,” the Knight’s voice boomed.
The sheikh hadn’t come out of his palace.
“It’s starting,” Einen gripped his staff tighter. His lips moved slightly, but there was no sound. The islander was praying to his ancestors and the Great Turtle.
Hadjar silently ran his fingers along the edge of his sword. He never prayed to anyone — he didn’t know how.
A minute later, hundreds of fiery comets arced across the night sky. Stones soaked in flammable liquid whistled over the sand, launched by the trebuchets. They flew straight toward the center of the city, aiming for the roofs of the residential buildings. Parents shielded their children with their bodies. Some of the defenders, the most inexperienced among them, involuntarily shut their eyes.
Hadjar, trying not to miss anything, looked at the fiery flowers as they bloomed. The stones that struck the golden dome that covered the city burst into fragments. Raindrops of orange flame rolled down the dome. Once they reached the sand, they turned it into glass and lava. The defenders met the first volley with a loud ‘Assa!’ — a local battle cry.
In the next ten minutes, thousands of the fiery stones crashed into the dome, scattering into a myriad of fragments and turning the sand around the city into a ring of lava.
“Why are they just sitting around?” Hadjar growled. His blood boiled like the sand around the dome. “Every defense has its limit!”
Einen looked at Hadjar.
“For someone who doesn’t know anything about the true path of cultivation, you are too aware sometimes,” Einen said. “Watch carefully, barbarian. See what real power can do.”
The islander pointed to several figures standing at the top of the palace. Spreading their arms, they whispered something at the gigantic hieroglyphs circling above them.
Hadjar flinched at the sight. Not because of its strangeness, but because of the energy that was emanating from the figures. It wasn’t like the one that Hadjar had gotten used to since birth. Rather, it was closer to what Serra and Nehen had used.
What happened next would be seared into the barbarian’s memory forever. The hieroglyphs flashed, and a melody rolled across the desert. It was passionate and wild, like a young lovers’ dance. Assuming forms that were almost visible to the eye, it ‘hugged’ the dome and sank down toward the fire raging at its base.
The melody spun the fire. It lifted the flame higher and higher, twisting it around until the whole of Kurkhadan was surrounded by a huge, fiery tornado.
Now that he was in the center of the raging fire, Hadjar couldn’t help himself. Like a little boy, he stood with his mouth open, forgetting to even breathe.
A high-pitched screech cut through the air. The fiery tornado turned into a fiery bird that was so big its shadow covered not only the city, but the whole army. The fiery monster, which was similar to a falcon, an eagle, and a swallow at the same time, hovered over Kurkhadan.
“Damn...”
The monster with a wingspan of at least one thousand feet rushed toward the bandits. Walls of silver energy sprung up to block its progress. But the hieroglyphs on these walls were dull and ineffective. The city defenders’ spell easily broke through these barriers and sank its claws and beak into the center of the trebuchets. A powerful explosion rocked the ground. A wave of air scattered thousands of the bandits. Then came the screams and the smell of burning flesh. Burning logs and trebuchet fragments rained down from the sky. A huge, fiery mushroom rose above the dunes.
Hadjar clung to the edge of the roof. The blast wave had almost knocked him down.
“Keep up, Northerner!” Einen pushed off the roof tiles and soared into the sky.
Hadjar blinked. The spell had drained the defenders. The hieroglyphs above the palace faded and several holes appeared in the golden dome. They were growing larger by the second. With another ‘Assa!’ battle cry, the defenders surged through them. They weren’t going to just sit around. The passionate desert dwellers were ready to shed both their own and other people’s blood.
“At last!” Hadjar roared and charged into battle.
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Hadjar pushed off the roof and soared through the sky. As he flew, he dodged a lot of arrows that had been aimed at him.
After the massive explosion, the bandits noticed that the dome over the city was weakening. Now their archers were tirelessly raining down arrows on Kurkhadan and its defenders through the openings in the dome.
Their engineers were scurrying around the ballistae. The huge bolts easily went through the walls of the houses and the defenders. While making his way past the arrows, Hadjar thought about how the battles between ordinary practitioners and Heaven Soldiers were rather odd.
Neither arrows nor ballistae bolts posed any threat to the latter. They shrugged them off like mortals dealing with annoying insects. They scattered their foes’ bodies around them. Dozens of practitioners at the highest levels attacked one true cultivator, but all they could do was hold him back for a short while.
Hadjar landed on the sand, right in the thick of the enemy formation. The instant he did so, the tip of a spear was thrust toward his eyes. It was shrouded in a blue radiance.
Hadjar bent backwards, the strike passing a few inches from his face. Without straightening back up, he swung his sword forward, parallel to the ground.
His blood was boiling. The former General hadn’t thought that his soul could hunger for battle like this. Not for mere dueling or sparring, but for a true slaughter. One where only your weapon made the difference between life and death. Only it could carve you a way forward.
This time, he hadn’t launched a crescent of steel energy from his blade, but the shadow of a wriggling dragon. With a low hum, it crept forward, over the sand. Swift and inconspicuous, it obliterated the bandits’ legs. They fell to the ground screaming as blood gushed from their stumps.
Hadjar pushed off the ground. He jumped onto the shoulders of a hammer wielder wearing heavy armor. He thrust his blade into the visor of the man’s helmet. His body jerked and fell. Hadjar rode it down.
Rows of enemies surrounded him. They were practitioners at the highest levels of cultivation, ones that could’ve easily become officers in the Moon Army. However, all of them were wary of approaching Hadjar. The tattoo of the Sword Spirit shone on his back. The tattoo on his left arm, given to him by the shaman, had gotten drenched in blood.
Hadjar was calm despite being surrounded by enemies. He looked at the sword in his hand. The hieroglyphs Ignes had etched into the blade flickered slightly in the moonlight.
“What the hell?” Hadjar whispered, but didn’t have time to ponder it for long.
One of the more zealous bandits attacked him. Noticing the man out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar swung at him. He didn’t put his knowledge of the Way of the Sword or the energy of the world into the attack. But the etchings on the blade flashed and a cutting wave, rocketing out from the edge of the sword, cut through the young man and several other bandits behind him.
Scarlet flowers of death bloomed around the northerner. Hadjar’s blade couldn’t stop. Like crimson lightning, he flew across the battlefield. Each swing of his blade claimed the lives of a dozen bandits who only occasionally managed to touch the edge of Hadjar’s robes or scratch his skin.
His movements were fluid and efficient. He seemed to glide around the enemy blades and spears, darting between arrows and the flashes of energy accompanying various Techniques being used. At the same time, he was quick to the point of being little more than a blur to most ordinary practitioners.
His feet touched the sand briefly. Like a young reed, he bent back, letting a broadsword pass over him, and then his blade struck mercilessly. A roaring dragon shadow charged forth from his blade. Some bandits tried to use protective Techniques, but they were like fragile glass when faced with Hadjar’s sword. He was like the wind. The Desert Wind Blowing from the North. Cold and lethal.
Pushing off from someone’s shoulder, Hadjar flew toward a row of enemies, but an instant later, he was thrown back. His ribs nearly cracked where that elephant had kicked him, or so it had seemed to Hadjar.
After flying back several yards and knocking into some bandits, Hadjar jumped to his feet and carefully examined his enemy. They were surrounded by the bandits.
Hadjar had had no idea just how far into the enemy ranks he’d gotten. For too long, he hadn’t had the chance to let loose and ‘drink’ enemy blood. He couldn’t see the defenders of Kurkhadan nearby, only the red armor of the bandits and the skulls on their banners.
Across from him stood a giant. He was two heads taller and much wider than Hadjar. His arms were as thick as Hadjar’s waist. His huge, bulging belly somehow had eight pack abs.
The giant held a powerful mace — a steel shaft crowned with a ball of rectangular plates. A vortex of blue energy spun around the giant. He was clearly a Heaven Soldier.
“That’s the second Soldier in two months,” the smiling Hadjar growled out. “By the gods, I don’t mind.”
Gripping his sword with both hands, Hadjar started circling the giant. His foe stood still, like an elephant facing a tiger.
Hadjar mentally plunged into the depths of his soul. There, behind the haze of his Spirit, he found the Sword. He attached it to his blade. The sword in his hands darkened slightly as he did so, as if someone had poured ink on it.
The giant brandished his mace and roared like a wild beast. He struck the sand with his weapon and the sands parted as the attack rushed toward Hadjar. Jagged stone spears burst out of the sand, easily skewering the bandits who got in the way of the attack.
Hadjar didn’t dodge. He moved his sword behind his back. He looked calmly at the giant’s attack approaching him. At the last second, Hadjar whirled, bending his knees slightly.
“Strong Wind!” He cried out, adding the world energy and Traves’ Technique to his own power.
A wave of wind surged out from behind Hadjar, easily cutting through the stone spears. Scattering the bandits in its wake, it struck the giant with the force of a storm. He cried out and his energy flared up, turning into a shield that had the image of an elephant in its center.
The wind hammered his shield and the giant growled as he slid across the sand. Hadjar peered at the hieroglyphs Ignes had etched into his sword with amazement. He had no idea what they were, but he knew one thing for certain: he was stronger with them there. Much stronger.
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The giant’s muscles almost creaked with exertion, but he was ultimately able to deflect the gust of wind. It plunged into the bandits’ ranks and turned them into a pile of flesh, blood, and crumpled armor.
Expecting a counterattack, Hadjar immediately assumed the ‘Calm Wind’ stance. The barrier of wind came down and easily pressed the weakest practitioners into the ground, but only weakened the giant slightly.
Roaring, he began to spin his mace around him. With each new spin, his blue energy thickened. When the giant threw his weapon forward, Hadjar felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. A war elephant was charging at him. Woven from the blue mist of the giant’s energy, it looked much denser and more realistic than any simple practitioner’s Technique ever could. Although Hadjar knew that this wasn’t a real elephant, the sight was still amazing: the sixteen-foot, armored monster had massive tusks topped with steel. The Technique emanated such overwhelming force that it easily broke the ‘Calm Wind’ stance. The wind barrier crumpled and was torn apart like a sheet of paper. However, the spectators still couldn’t get up from the ground. On the contrary, they ended up being pressed even deeper into it.
Gritting his teeth, Hadjar released a third of his energy. It sprang up around him like a steel cocoon, easing the pressure. This was enough to let him use the third form of the ‘Light Breeze’.
“Spring Wind!” Hadjar shouted and a piercing lunge flew toward the elephant, taking the form of a restless dragon. Woven from fog, it was the color of steel and seemed to be real as well. The two beasts collided in the center of the circle of onlookers. In reality, the attacks of the practitioner and the cultivator had clashed.
Hadjar felt like a huge mountain had just fallen on top of him. The giant’s mace bore down on him without mercy. The sand around them was blown back in three-foot waves, overwhelming the bandits standing around the two combatants, but they continued to watch the battle. The spectators couldn’t believe their eyes. Never before had they seen an actual practitioner who was able to compete with a true cultivator on equal terms. It didn’t matter that he was the weakest of the cultivators in the bandit ranks, this was still something they’d only ever heard about in old legends.
When Hadjar was almost ready to release his Technique and try to dodge away from the giant that was overpowering him, he felt a light breath behind him. With a wry grin, Hadjar added a little bit more of his energy to his attack. His dragon got brighter and began to push the giant back. The cultivator grinned — no matter how strong a practitioner was, he had no chance against a cultivator’s might. The giant also added some more of his energy to his Technique.
That was exactly what Hadjar had wanted him to do.
When the Heaven Soldier was fully focused on the battle, the shadow behind him stirred slightly. A moment later, Einen, covered in both his own and other people’s blood, rose up from it. His inhuman, purple eyes gleamed. Instead of his usual staff, he held a short spear. By the gods, Hadjar would rather face two more Heaven Soldiers than one Einen in such a state.
The islander threw his weapon forward and thousands of sharp corals pierced the giant. His elephant began to ripple slightly, and then disappeared altogether, melting into the sands. Hadjar’s own attack, still in the form of a dragon, flew through the cultivator’s body with a roar. Continuing on for fifty more steps, it disappeared into a crowd of obliterated bandits. Slowly, the giant’s severed head rolled off his mighty shoulders. His mace fell to the sand.
“I could’ve handled him by myself,” Hadjar croaked out.
“We don’t have time for this, Northerner!” Einen shouted.
They stood back to back, surrounded by hundreds of enemies. A slight twinge in his heart indicated that the old wounds on his soul had woken up. In the heat of battle, Hadjar remembered his brother and how they’d used to...
“Who will be the first to count to a hundred?” Hadjar shouted almost playfully.
“You’re crazy, Northerner,” the islander smiled.
Hadjar didn’t hear him. As if returning to the past, when he’d watched his best friend’s back and Nero had watched his in turn, he had no fear of enemies attacking him from behind, and rushed into the thick of battle.
His blade reaped a rich harvest.
His strikes, imbued with wind and steel, irrigated the sand with hot, scarlet blood. Hadjar ripped through their ranks without pity or hesitation. Anyone who entered the battlefield with a weapon in their hands was ready to take lives and give their own. That was any warrior’s way.
Hadjar let an enemy’s blade pass above his shoulder, then, with an inhuman, bestial roar, he impaled the enemy with his sword. He lifted the man’s body above the ground and horror could be seen in the dying foe’s eyes. The middle-aged warrior, as he fell off Hadjar’s sword, saw two blue eyes before his death. By the Evening Stars, they’d been inhuman. They’d been mindless and he’d seen no trace of a soul in them, only animalistic rage, an unyielding will, and terrifying power.
Hadjar swung and threw the body into the bandits’ ranks. He rushed in after it. He glided across the sand, practically dancing around his foes. Each of his steps preceded a new attack that took someone’s life.
Covered in blood, Hadjar moved like a spinning top. Sometimes, some of the bandits’ swords or spears left long, shallow cuts on his body. The battle with the cultivator had exhausted much of his energy and Hadjar was rather slow, but it didn’t bother him. With every new wound, with every drop of blood he lost, the dragon inside him only raged harder. The fury and joy of battle were a drug better than the strongest alcohol or the most skilled woman. Hadjar only felt alive in battle.
He felt his heart beating. Maybe this was just a dream and he was sitting in the cold cell of Primus’ prison...
“Stop it!”
Hadjar’s sword struck Einen’s spear with a bang.
Hadjar felt like he’d just emerged from a warm, blood-soaked whirlpool.
“Didn’t your ancestors teach you to resist the Call of Blood, you madman?” Einen roared. “Do you want to lose your mind and become a beast?”
Hadjar staggered back and looked around. They were standing atop a dune. Only, after he observed it for a moment, the dune revealed what it actually was. A pile of bodies. Dozens... Hundreds of them...
“These pathetic fighters aren’t our real enemy!” The islander continued screaming, blocking out the hum of the battle raging around them. “Look over there, Northerner!”
Einen pointed with his spear toward the very center of the battle. There, a dozen of the Heavenly Soldiers of Kurkhadan were fighting, swarming around the figure sitting on the huge, three-tailed scorpion. The Spirit Knight, armed with two blades, was easily blocking their attacks. Lightning occasionally flashed out from his blades, nailing the defenders to the sand like butterflies.
Behind the Knight, a hooded figure loomed. His Spirit.
Hadjar took a closer look and saw that there were eight more bodies lying around the man — the Heaven Soldiers who’d fallen to the Knight’s sword.
“If this keeps up, we will all be dead soon,” Einen lazily deflected an arrow that had been flying toward his eye. “That damned sheikh isn’t going to leave the palace, and without him, we are powerless before the Knight.”
“What is the Call of Blood?” Hadjar asked.
Einen flinched and turned back to him.
“Are you completely crazy, barbarian?”
Hadjar shrugged.
“Do you not see the damned Knight?”
“Damned?” Hadjar repeated. It was perhaps the foulest curse his companion had ever uttered. “I think I have an idea,” Hadjar said, looking at the pattern on his blade. Ignes had probably not enchanted his sword just so he could sow confusion among the ranks of ordinary practitioners. “Inform the Kurkhadans that when I give the signal, they must use all their trump cards to knock down the Knight.”
“What will your signal look like?” Einen asked, disappearing into the shadows.
“Oh, it’ll be difficult to mistake for anything else,” Hadjar smiled bloodthirstily.
“I hope your plan works,” the wind brought him the words, as the islander had already disappeared.
“Me too,” Hadjar sighed and plunged into the World River.
If it didn’t, they would all be knocking on the doors of their ancestors’ houses soon enough…
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The ocean of battle raged. Cries filled the air as blood soaked the ground. Bodies flew across the night sky to land on the wet, sticky sand. The stream, formerly transparent and clean, had turned pinkish.
The bandits and defenders slammed into each other’s ranks. They cut off each other’s hands, arms, legs, and heads as entrails covered the crests of the dunes. Atop one of these dunes stood a lonely figure.
Despite the heated battle around him, the man was calm. The people around him, seeing that he was standing not on sand, but on a pile of bodies, gave his manmade ‘dune’ a wide berth as they hurried on into the thick of the fighting.
The man was Hadjar. He sank deeper into the World River. His latest ‘mad plan’ had ripened in his head, but this time, he was sure it was feasible. Through the prism of the river’s energy, the battle looked like a clash between nebulae.
Bright and dull, clear and fuzzy clots of power merged in a dance. Sometimes, in the middle of this extravaganza of color, separate, more distinct silhouettes appeared. The cultivators looked much more real in this energy world than the ordinary practitioners did. Among them, like a colossus surrounded by children, the pillar of the Spirit Knight’s power stood out.
One glance at this concentration of energy was enough to make him believe Einen had been right. If they didn’t kill the bandit leader, not even the sheikh’s intervention would help them. Only the joint efforts of the surviving Heaven Soldiers of Kurkhadan were keeping the Knight’s onslaught contained.
Hadjar cast one last look at the storm of steel and blood as he began to sink even deeper into the River. He saw distant stars sometimes flicker in the darkness. Despite their countless numbers, Hadjar felt only one pull. He headed toward it, pushing through insane resistance. He hadn’t tried to make his way over to the Sword Spirit for many months. He never knew what else the Sword Spirit might decide to take as payment for power and knowledge. However, this time, Hadjar’s own life was on the line, and no matter what he sacrificed, while he was still breathing, everything else could eventually be recovered.
Every time he ‘swam’ forward, the resistance of the River and the Spirit intensified. In the physical world, this manifested as long, bloody streaks creeping across Hadjar’s body, as if hundreds, no, thousands of blades were rending his flesh, pouring his blood over the bodies of the defeated warriors.
At some point, Hadjar realized that his next move could be his last. He still had an incredibly long way to go before he reached the Spirit. Hadjar could see only the distant silhouette of the blade of pure energy. However, this was still a lot more than he’d ever seen before his fight against ‘The Black Gates’ sect.
Ignoring the pain and pressure, Hadjar mentally sat down in the lotus position and gradually began to absorb the echo of the Spirit’s power.
In the physical world, as he did so, the storm of battle continued to rage. The cultivators of Kurkhadan were attacking the Knight, but all they could do was slow his progress toward the city for a short while.
The bandit leader, standing on the shell of the huge three-tailed scorpion, amazed the ordinary practitioners. None of them had ever seen a warrior like him before. Armed with two blades, the Knight created horizontal, scarlet lightning bolts with each swing. They ran along the sand and charred bodies, eagerly smashing through the protective Techniques of the Heaven Soldiers. Some of them managed to withstand the Knight’s fury, while others disappeared in flashes of scarlet with a cry. Proud true cultivators had been reduced to blackened cinders, and their souls now sought refuge at the threshold of their ancestors’ houses.
Behind the Knight, the ghostly figure wrapped in a thick, hooded robe, fluttered in the wind. It was the personification of his Spirit, strengthening its master’s essence many times over. That was why this level of cultivation had gotten the name ‘Spirit Knight’.
The Kurkhadan cultivators were too busy with their Techniques to pay attention to a slight shadow gliding across the sand. The hidden Einen hurried to whisper a few words to each of the Heaven Soldiers. Some of them shrugged it off, plunging back into the whirlwind that was the battle with the Knight. Others only nodded silently. Of course, the Knight noticed this. However, he had reached his new level of power only recently, so he was drunk on his own might. He was going to let the miserable little Soldiers try to enact their plan just to toy with them.
Summoning his Spirit’s power, he crossed his blades in front of his face and then swung them outward with all his might. Two crossed lightning bolts that assumed the form of thirty-foot scorpion stingers swept across the battlefield. They easily burned through three cultivators and their defensive Techniques, and then, after covering nearly three hundred yards, they blew up a dozen houses in Kurkhadan. The Knight looked at the fire with a bloodthirsty smile. The citizens’ cries and screams were like sweet music to him. He hoped that the cowardly sheikh could hear them. He hadn’t dared to leave the safety of his palace. In the desert, there was one immutable law: cowards deserved a jackal’s death.
Suddenly, it all ended. It had been a long time since the Knight had felt that burning sense of danger caused by a hungry beast staring at his back. Dismissing his attack, he turned eastward, where, almost five hundred yards away... something was happening. The Knight couldn’t find the right words to describe it.
Surrounded by a crowd of simple practitioners, a warrior sat in a lotus position on a pile of bodies. It was difficult to find a spot on his body not covered in bleeding wounds. His torn clothes fluttered in the wind. Only there wasn’t a wind blowing through the desert tonight. And yet, it was whirling around this warrior, and only him. Evening Stars! For a moment, the Knight could’ve sworn that the wind wasn’t swirling around the man, but... emanating from the warrior’s body. Had a pathetic practitioner just made the Spirit Knight feel fear? Nonsense! He would grind him into dust with his will alone!
Gathering some energy in his blade, the Knight was about to launch his Technique 
when the warrior opened his eyes. Those bright blue eyes couldn’t belong to a human. There was so much rage in them. A frenzied dragon raged violently within the man’s pupils.
The wind around the warrior froze, and then a pillar of razor-sharp steel energy hit the sky. The wounds on the warrior’s body deepened and expanded. His body clearly couldn’t withstand such power. Only the radiance of his blade didn’t allow the man’s flesh to disintegrate into thousands of pieces.
The practitioners near the warrior were reduced to a bloody mess. They fell across the sand, or, more accurately, across the sandy dust, for the grains of sand had been cut into pieces by the energy as well.
The pillar of power spun, turning into a dragon with its mouth wide open. The warrior’s blade blazed with an eerie, frightening light.
“An Imperial weapon,” the Knight suddenly realized. He was already reaching for his Spirit in order to use his best defensive stance, but it was too late...
The Heavens cracked.
The dragon’s roar swept across the battlefield, forcing everyone, without exception, to stand still for a moment.
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With each breath he took, Hadjar felt the energy of the Sword Spirit fill his body. The sensation was alien to him. The soft, familiar current of the world energy would flow through his meridians like honey, promising peace and pleasure. The Sword Spirit’s energy was like the fury of an enormous army.
Hadjar’s heart beat faster, thudding like a war drum. Thousands of warriors marched in his veins. They cut Hadjar’s flesh from the inside with their razor-sharp helmets as they slashed his spirit and soul.
No practitioner could ever hope to hold the energy of a Spirit in his hands. If not for Ignes’ hieroglyphs, shining in the darkness, he would’ve disappeared right then and there. He would’ve simply dissolved into the ocean of power, and his body would have turned into a bloody mist to be scattered by the wind.
The Spirit’s energy went through Hadjar’s body, lingering inside him for a while. It surged toward his blade, trying to get to the inscriptions on it. It flowed into them, making them brighter and more powerful.
At that moment, Hadjar was a simple power conduit. He endured extreme pain, feeling like the weapon in his hands had been imbued with unimaginable power. For the first time in his life, he was going to bet everything not on his skills, but on the soulless piece of iron he wielded.
It went against all of his convictions, but it was the only way he could cut a hole in the shroud of hopelessness they were all covered in for the light of hope to shine through. When the energy became too much for Hadjar’s body to bear, help came from an unexpected source. In the world of energy, a few lights flashed — the bracelets he’d been given by the Bedouin shaman.
Thin threads of power flowed out of them. They touched his left arm affectionately, right where his scarlet Name tattoo was. He started breathing more easily. Hadjar felt the wind’s presence, the comfort of his companion that had whispered secrets to him since childhood. He got a second wind and the Spirit’s energy flowed into his sword. When it broke out into unquenchable flame, Hadjar opened his eyes.
The world around him looked very different than what he recalled from a few moments ago. The hours he’d spent inside the River had been just a couple of seconds in reality. However, everything that had seemed solid and unbreakable before had now turned into something… shaky.
His every gesture seemed capable of splitting reality itself in half — a false, intoxicating sense of power that Hadjar immediately suppressed with his will. This helped him oppose the alien power he was borrowing for a few seconds.
Obeying his will, the Sword Spirit’s energy surged out of the spell on his blade. It spun around Hadjar, creating a heavy tornado, easily turning people into dust. Hadjar crushed, dropped, and changed it as he wished. The tornado soon turned into a dragon, and then Hadjar brought the energy back into his sword.
He stared at the Spirit Knight. Their eyes met and Hadjar was surprised to see fear in his foe’s eyes.
Was the Spirit Knight truly afraid of him, a simple practitioner?
Hadjar had neither the time nor the energy to think about it. He turned back to the depths of his soul. There he found the black sword, which he didn’t attach to the blade in his hands as usual, but mentally picked it up and assumed the ‘Spring Wind’ stance. The effect was significantly less powerful than if Hadjar had done this in the physical world, but it was enough.
This time, Hadjar imagined more than one leaf falling on the Knight’s head. Remembering the Tree of Eternal Autumn that Traves had shown him, Hadjar was able to hold the image of three leaves in his mind, visualizing them lying on his opponent’s head and shoulders.
“Falling Leaf!” He roared and swung down with his sword.
To everyone else, including the Knight, it looked like a single slash. However, Hadjar had actually swung three times in the span of a second with speed that was simply incredible for his level of cultivation.
What happened next surpassed even Hadjar’s wildest expectations. Before this adventure, he’d wanted to attain a Heaven Soldier’s power. Now, looking at the results of his attack, he doubted whether he could ever settle for just that much. The sky seemed to split apart over the Knight’s head. From the deepest reaches of its abyss, three black lightning bolts struck. They rushed toward the ground, growing larger and more distinct as they did so. A gust of wind preceded them, hitting the crimson sand and turning an area of about twenty yards across into a shallow hollow. The practitioners scattered in all directions like broken matches.
The lightning kept falling. It was possible to distinguish the paws, tails, long, diamond-scaled bodies and scarlet eyes, glittering in the darkness, within them. Three dragons made of wind, blades, and lightning surged downward. They circled each other. Then came the thunder that sounded like a dragon’s roar, like Traves’ own roar, in fact.
The Knight still managed to put up his defensive Technique.
The figure behind him straightened its robe, covering the bandit leader with its body. Under it, two crossed blades formed an X of scarlet lightning, atop which lay a round shield with a skull in the center.
The three dragons attacked the layered defense. They tore through it, and the impact echoed for many miles around. The clash easily decimated the dunes, kicking up a sandstorm that seemed to reach for the sky.
The idea of a coordinated attack from the Heaven Soldiers immediately failed. Even they had to assume defensive stances to keep themselves from being obliterated by the lightning bolts. Red and black, they struck the sand and the people repeatedly. The smell of burning flesh filled the air.
Hadjar leaned weakly on his blade, which was embedded in someone’s armor. His Technique had acted by itself and he’d had no power over it. Hadjar was no stronger than a mere mortal right now. He’d lost all his energy. The hieroglyphs on his blade were fading as the first cracks snaked across its surface.
The dragons tore through the Spirit’s robe and slammed themselves against the bars of the lightning cage. The Knight held his crossed swords aloft, roaring with the strain. Sweat poured down his face, and there were shallow scratches on his body, but nothing more.
It was clear that the bandit leader was gradually pushing back. Hadjar’s attack had lacked the power to defeat him. The battle was a foregone conclusion...
Hadjar was covered by a quick, dark shadow. A heron song swept across the battlefield, and then the dragons struck... the sand.
The Knight, who’d been impaled by a long arrow, had flown several yards away and been nailed to the sand. Blood poured from his chest. His body quivered in its death throes and then froze.
Hadjar turned slowly toward the oasis. On the roof of the palace, which was almost two miles away, stood a tall, proud figure. Its golden clothes fluttered and it held an amazing, beautifully crafted bow. Waves of power still radiated from the man. Behind the figure, a giant heron spread its wings. It was a Spirit. The sheikh had decided to take part in the battle after all. The bird’s cry that Hadjar had heard had been the sheik’s arrow.
Hadjar cursed.
His sword cracked and, after losing its support, he nearly tumbled down. Just before he fell, he was halted by the islander who had emerged from the shadows. He offered his shoulder to his companion and helped him stand.
“They’re monsters, Einen,” Hadjar whispered. “I’ll be damned if they’re human…”
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Einen carried Hadjar to the closest healer’s tent. After handing his friend over to one of them, the bald man disappeared into the shadows. Apparently, he was rushing back to the battlefield.
Hadjar turned eastward, where the flames of the battle were still burning. Now, looking at it from the sidelines, he realized this battle was very different from what he’d gotten used to in the northern kingdoms. There were too many strong practitioners here. Flashes of Techniques, explosions, screams — all of it had merged into a single symphony of death.
Hadjar flinched, remembering Serra’s stories about the battles between Empires. Here, a soldier was usually a practitioner, over there, they were often a true cultivator. What did a battle between thousands of true cultivators look like? What kind of devastation did they leave behind after the dust settled?
Hadjar was carried over to the infirmary and the flap closed, cutting off his view of the battle.
One of the chief healers approached the wounded man. He was easily distinguished by a yellow stone in his turban. Less skilled healers had red stones. He examined Hadjar and abruptly whispered something to his assistant. Hadjar was laid down on a makeshift bed: several tables stood together, covered with white cloth. It was a hard surface to lay on, but Hadjar still didn’t feel pain. He was glad that he hadn’t been put in the group of hopeless cases.
Hadjar had already seen these kinds of ‘hospitals’. The ‘healthiest’ warriors sat or stood against the walls. They had broken arms, cut off fingers, torn ears, or were missing eyes. They would be healed quickly, given some soothing potions, and sent back into the battle.
The second group, including Hadjar, were the severely wounded, but not fatally so. They would be put on stretchers and beds, bandaged, sewn up, their limbs amputated as needed. It was quite unsettling to witness two ‘red’ healers cutting off a drugged, snoring soldier’s arm as it hung by a small thread of muscle and skin.
The third group were the ‘hopeless’. They would also be given a drug. They’d fall asleep, and then, when their breathing stopped, soldiers would carry their corpses outside.
“Drink this,” one of the healers came up to Hadjar and held out a bottle with a fragrant, orange potion.
An explosion thundered behind the ragged walls of the tent. The tables shook, numerous bottles and flasks rang. A glow stained everything around them with a scarlet hue.
Hadjar drained the bottle in a single gulp. He hoped that he would wake back up in this tent, not at the threshold of his forefathers’ house. Being in the hospital after a battle was nerve-racking because you never knew whether you’d be leaving it yourself or if someone would be carrying you away.
He soon fell asleep. Perhaps Hadjar wouldn’t have even needed a potion to fall asleep, but this way he didn’t feel the healers swarming around him. Armed with needles, threads and ointments, they patched his body up. There were so many wounds that they had to work in several shifts.
Fortunately, what they had to do wasn’t complicated, just a chore. No veins, tendons, or nerves had been damaged. There were only superficial cuts on the man’s skin or deeper ones across his muscles. It amounted to lots of simple but tedious work for the practitioner healers.
Hadjar dreamed. It was an amazing and calming dream.
He was sitting on a hill, a sea of grass all around him. Tall, green grass swayed, caressed by the wind. The wind also played with unusual birds that were flying below massive, fluffy clouds.
Hadjar’s hair was fluttering pleasantly and his face was no longer sweaty. He was wearing his favorite clothes, simple and worn. A wide straw hat with a slit on the right side was on his head.
Hadjar leaned back, plucked out a blade of grass, put it into his mouth, and placed his hands behind his head. Through the slot, he looked at the white giants floating through the sky. Along with the wind, they whispered something to him, and Hadjar smiled as he listened to them. In this vast sea of green grass, he felt freer than he ever had before. He could go anywhere and see anything. It was a good dream and it was over too quickly.
A sharp pain pierced his right side and Hadjar, twisting around, almost fell off his cot. He was still in the hospital. Like hundreds of other warriors around him, Hadjar was bandaged almost from head to toe. Ointments and potions, looking like sickly, yellow spots across his body, seeped through the thick bandages in some places. The smell was awful.
Through the canopy swaying in the wind, the morning sunshine illuminated the tent. Hadjar didn’t see the city burning, didn’t hear civilians crying, so he was reasonably certain that the Kurkhadans had won. It wasn’t surprising, as they’d had more cultivators. Even after their battle against the Knight, there’d been at least a dozen of them left.
Some healers, tired after a night of frantic work, were sleeping right on the floor. Others did so while leaning on the nightstands. The chief healers, still scurrying between the wounded, looked at their colleagues with disapproval, but didn’t wake them up.
Hadjar tried to get up, but noticed that his left hand was encased in a substance that didn’t allow him to move it. It was very similar to Earth’s casts, which he had once worn quite often, but the energy emanating from the substance indicated that it wasn’t just rendering his arm immobile, but also treating it.
“You got very lucky, Northerner,” a tired voice said. A tall, gray-haired man with a green stone in his turban approached Hadjar — the chief healer. “If not for the Bedouins’ amulets, may those chekhars be damned, you would’ve gone to your forefathers.”
It was strange, but Hadjar now found that he didn’t like it when the free inhabitants of the desert were called chekhars. Apparently, the healer noticed Hadjar’s reaction to his words.
“I haven’t seen a Name for a long time,” he continued. “Not to mention an enchantment that can turn a simple blade into an Imperial one.”
The healer looked at him sternly. You didn’t need to be a genius to guess what he wanted to talk about.
“Thank you for your help, honorable healer,” Hadjar nodded.
With great difficulty, he got up from his cot. After rewrapping his turban with one hand, he picked up Azrea, who was sleeping nearby. She quickly settled into her favorite spot. Once he was done putting on his caftan and fastening his empty scabbard to his belt, Hadjar exited the tent.
The healer didn’t help him or try to stop him. Hadjar hoped that the healer would keep his secret. A visit to the top of the oasis was always met with immediate punishment, and the old man had obviously heard something about Ignes.
Once he was outside, Hadjar looked at the battlefield spread out at the foot of the city. Vultures were already circling the bodies. The sand had turned into a mess of steel and gore. The creek was still full of blood, but looked pink, as opposed to the almost crimson it had been before.
Hundreds of soldiers scurried across the field. They weren’t looting, but collecting the bodies in huge carts. They were hastening to burn them as soon as possible, before the morning sun rose and a stench appeared that even the best perfumes wouldn’t be able to mask.
Looking at such a scene, a mortal could’ve easily gone crazy. However, Hadjar just turned his face toward the north wind. The Bedouin shaman’s amulets, hanging on his forehead, swayed. The tribe had paid back its debt to him: he’d saved one of their children, and they’d saved his life in turn. It was karma.
“It’s a good thing that you’re already on your feet, Northerner,” in different circumstances, Hadjar would’ve been glad to hear this voice. “The sheikh wants to see you and Einen.”




Chapter 302

Ilmena was looking very healthy after the battle. She offered Hadjar her shoulder to lean on, but he shook his head. The explosions had left a lot of sticks and other debris scattered across the city streets. Hadjar took one of them and, using it as a crutch, followed his escort. Judging by how his body reacted to the girl’s hips swaying in front of him, he was almost recovered.
Turning her head slightly and noticing Hadjar’s reaction out of the corner of her eye, Ilmena grinned triumphantly. Her walk became a little more graceful and sensual.
Women…
Soon, announced by his light breathing, Einen emerged from the shadows. He, like Hadjar, was also leaning on his staff. Or spear. It was hard to guess if the islander owned two weapons, or if it was just one that could transform.
The bald man’s left hand hung at his side. A green bandage covered his right cheekbone. He was favoring his right leg, and there was also a bandage across his entire naked chest, through which the edges of a sewn up, terrible wound were visible.
“I fought a cultivator,” Einen explained in the language of the islands.
Upon hearing the unfamiliar language, Ilmena twitched, but said nothing. Hadjar understood his companion’s hint: Einen still didn’t trust anyone. He most likely didn’t trust Hadjar either. However, Hadjar was also a stranger to the locals, so it was less likely that he was in on their intrigues and conspiracies.
“What is an Imperial Blade and the Call of Blood?” Hadjar asked. He’d set these questions aside for the duration of the battle, but that didn’t mean he’d stopped thinking about them.
Einen glanced at his companion and sighed heavily. Because of the bandage on his face, it looked unpleasant and creepy. They’d have to walk through the whole of Kurkhadan to get to the sheikh’s palace, so there was plenty of time to have a conversation.
“Do you really not know what the Call is?” Einen asked in disbelief.
“If I did, I wouldn’t have asked you.”
A ragged boy ran past. Dressed in dirty, old clothes, he held a pair of good military boots and several leather bags to his chest. All the items had the emblem of a skull on a red background. No one stopped him, not the citizens passing by, nor the guards. In the desert, the concept of ‘looting’ only applied to your own side. Taking something from the body of a slain enemy was an honor and a holy duty.
“I’ll tell you about the Call later, as it’ll take a lot of time.” Hadjar felt like Einen still didn’t believe he was ignorant about the subject, but wasn’t going to argue. “As for the Imperial blade, that’s simple. I don’t know how, but what had been a simple sword the morning before the battle had suddenly become an artifact at the Imperial level mere hours later.”
“Forgive my ignorance, oh Light of Omniscience, knower of the true path of cultivation and sage of artifacts,” the islander grimaced at the teasing, “but my knowledge is limited to the artifacts at the Earth level.”
“By the Great Turtle, the northern kingdoms are truly inhabited by barbarians,” Einen murmured. “Do you know how artifacts differ in level?”
“By quality?” Hadjar shrugged.
The bald islander cursed so venomously in his own language that Hadjar caught only the general meaning of his words.
“Until you get to the Earth level, yes. To create an artifact at the Heaven level, you need unique materials and have to possess the knowledge and skills to use them. Only an artifactor at the Wielder level is capable of doing so. To go further than the Heaven level, being a Wielder isn’t enough.”
Hadjar was all ears. He’d guessed long ago that the Way of the Sword didn’t end at the level of the Wielder.
“Don’t look at me like that, northerner. I didn’t study at the Imperial Academies and don’t know a lot about this. All I know is what numerous travelers have told me.”
Well, the islands, just like the Sea of Sand, were a border zone. However, Hadjar didn’t know what they bordered on. There were no maps in Lidus big enough to show what lay beyond the islands. The one that South Wind had showed him was stuck in the memory banks of his broken neural network for now.
“The only thing I know is that an Imperial artifact is easy to tell apart from all the others by the presence of a power source. There’s something in these items that exudes energy independently from their wielders.”
Hadjar nodded. That was exactly what he’d experienced when he’d fought with the help of the blade Ignes had enchanted. It had felt as if he wasn’t fighting alone, but alongside someone… or something.
“But that only applies to a real Imperial blade. Your blade had some powerful spells on it. By the Great Turtle, if I ever came across a cultivator capable of such a spell, I would immediately turn around and run as fast as I could.”
“Why?”
“Think about it, Northerner. If you need to have incredible power and knowledge to create an Imperial artifact, then, in order to alter a simple sword, pumping it up to such a high level, you need to be...”
“Much stronger,” Hadjar nodded.
“Now, will you tell me what happened?”
Hadjar looked at Einen, then looked around for eavesdroppers before telling his story. He only omitted the part about the wallet with his friends’ bracelets. He just didn’t want to poke at wounds that weren’t healed yet. Einen swore again. This was the third time he’d done so over the course of their journey.
“Damned Spirits,” he said. “Ever since my childhood, my father kept telling me to get away from their homeland, but I seem to be fighting for one regardless...”
“A Spirits’ homeland?” Hadjar asked, completely surprised.
Einen nearly tripped when he heard the question.
“What do they even teach you in your kingdoms? Do you at least know your ancestors’ names?”
Perhaps Einen hadn’t meant to offend him with that question, but the northerner still... Well, Hadjar was getting ready to beat his friend up, but they were already approaching the palace before he could get started.
Apparently, they didn’t like walls or fences in the desert. There wasn’t even the hint of a fence around the palace. Just the paved road surrounded by a lush garden. Hadjar hadn’t seen such a variety of flowers, fruitful trees, and bushes even in the capital of Lidus.
Sandy footpaths were scattered among the floral splendor. At their edges stood guards in polished helmets and light leather armor. Like stone statues, they remained motionless, resting their palms on their huge broadswords. Each of them was as powerful as the Imperial soldiers who’d ‘guarded’ the Palace in Lidus.
Without slowing down, Ilmena boldly entered the garden. None of the guards even twitched. Einen and Hadjar looked at each other. This could only mean one thing — the guards had already seen Ilmena. Moreover, they already knew that she could freely visit the sheikh’s palace. What stranger would ever be given such an honor? Even if Hadjar and Einen had defeated the entire bandit army singlehandedly, they still wouldn’t have received such a lofty reward.
They nodded to each other covertly. Perhaps the danger hadn’t passed with the defeat of the bandits. On the contrary, maybe they were entering the den of a predator. By the Evening Stars, this journey was getting more and more interesting by the day.
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Up close, the palace looked even more magnificent than it had from afar: exquisite bas-reliefs with ancient battles depicted on them; sculptures carved with such skill that they seemed to be alive; fountains with colorful water; bowers covered in gold; columns made from the white bones of unknown animals and decorated with carvings and precious stones. The garden was also gorgeous.
Passing by the guards’ standing at the edges of the path, the trio approached the front door of the palace. Hadjar, due to his prior experience, had expected to see a huge staircase leading up to it, or something to that effect.
He was very surprised by its absence. The garden path simply led up to the high, gold and silver doors. The left wing of the door, made of silver, was decorated with the image of the moon. The right, golden wing — with the image of the sun. In the center, right on the curve of the arch, there was a simple torch that shone down on a diamond the size of Hadjar’s head. It was easy to guess that it was meant to personify the Evening Stars. The light of the torch reflected on its many facets resembled the starry night sky greatly.
At the entrance, Shakar met the guests. The caravan’s chief of security looked calm. He wasn’t even resting his hand on the handle of his broadsword. Nevertheless, the look in his gray eyes was heavy and severe.
“You don’t look well,” he said, trying to make a joke. He failed. The words sounded unnatural coming from him. He was worried, but it wasn’t clear why.
“Thank you, honorable Shakar,” Einen bowed slightly. “Your compliment flatters us. Would you mind telling us how you managed to get through the battle unscathed, please? It would benefit us greatly to learn a couple of the secrets behind your skill.”
Shakar twitched as if he’d been slapped, but kept silent. Hadjar rolled his eyes. The islander certainly had an unusual sense of humor.
“He was joking,” Hadjar whispered to his companion.
“Not very well,” Einen answered icily. When the bald man’s honor and pride were questioned, even unintentionally, he became a very unpleasant person.
Interrupting their conversation, Shakar forcefully punched the silver side of the gate with his fist. After a couple of seconds, the clanging of heavy machinery could be heard, accompanied by the creaking of the gate and gears.
Finally, the door jerked and slowly moved to the side, exposing a long groove in the floor along which the locking pin moved. Despite its apparent openness and opulence, the palace was still a powerful fortification. Its walls were no less than four feet thick. Even some Lidish forts didn’t have such thick, strong walls...
This was all certainly quite crafty! While the city didn’t have walls around it, in the event of a really serious threat to their lives, half of the residents of Kurkhadan could safely take refuge in the palace.
Inside, everything looked simple: huge halls, wide corridors, but not a single luxury item. The furnishing was ascetic. There were well-worn, old carpets on the floors. The walls weren’t adored with the tapestries known throughout the neighboring kingdoms, nor any carpets. There were a few pictures here and there, but clearly not very expensive ones. There were no sculptures, or vases, or porcelain, not even any silk tulles. That was why every step they took along the corridors echoed loudly.
Shakar confidently led the visitors through the intricate corridors and halls. They were very similar. Soon, lacking the support of the neuronet, Hadjar stopped trying to remember their route.
“He’s clearly been here before,” Einen whispered in the language of the islands.
Hadjar nodded. Ilmena, despite her earlier attitude, hadn’t. It was evident that she was afraid of falling behind Shakar and getting lost. In that case, why had the guards let her pass so easily?
“Rahaim’s caravan has stopped in Kurkhadan many times,” Hadjar said.
“How often did the merchants who often stopped in the capital come to the palace of your kingdom?”
Hadjar didn’t answer. It was hard to argue with the reasoning. Moreover, he didn’t like what was happening.
Twenty minutes later — a testament to how gigantic the palace was — Shakar stopped at a tall door made of bone and mahogany. In the Sea of Sand, wood was even more valuable than gold or precious stones, purely because it was extremely rare here. For example, an entire squad of caravan guards would be detailed to watch over one small stagecoach filled with plain wooden boards.
“Don’t speak to the sheikh until he addresses you,” Shakar said without turning back toward them. “Don’t look into his eyes and, for the sake of the Evening Stars, don’t even think of touching your weapons.”
After exhaling and adjusting his turban (demons and gods, Shakar was really nervous), the caravan’s chief of security opened the door.
Hadjar was shocked. What lay within contrasted strongly with what he’d seen of the palace thus far. He saw a huge, luxurious hall that had a white marble floor decorated with ink patterns of various colors, covered in fluffy carpets. Numerous men and women wearing precious stones lay on soft pillows. They ate aperitifs from golden and silver trays and, covering their eyes, smoked hookahs. The ceiling shone with jewelry and murals as music floated through the air. Sweet and soft, it came from instruments that... were playing themselves. A harp, a lute, a Ron’Jah, a flute, and even a pair of trumpets floated in the air, music flowing from them without any musicians to play them. The sight made Hadjar freeze in place, his eyes wide open. There were fountains in the corners of the hall. Made from marble and gold, what came out of them wasn’t water, but… precious stones. In these stones, exquisitely groomed and curvaceous, half-naked beauties bathed.
At the foot of the far wall, among the hundreds of pillows and beautiful women, lay the sheikh. Hadjar recognized him by his clothes. Up close, he looked quite a bit different than when he’d been standing on the roof holding his bow.
He was no longer a mighty Spirit Knight, but an aristocrat, tired and worn out from a decadent life. His fingers were covered with massive rings, his belt was halfway off and his silk pants were nearly deflated. He was bored despite the young beauties clinging to him. His blurry gaze was aimed at nothing in particular. His lips drew in sweet smoke from the hookah. Hadjar had seen many of his kind before.
“Kneel!” Shakar shouted.
He knelt down and buried his forehead in the carpet. Ilmena did the same. The nobles immediately turned toward her, eagerly devouring her ass with their eyes. The girl blushed brightly, but endured the indignity. Hadjar understood that she was blushing not because she was ashamed, but because she was furious.
Suddenly, the music stopped. The nobles’ eyes slid from the tempting sight of a prostrate Ilmena to the two warriors proudly standing in the center of the hall. Neither Einen nor Hadjar had knelt, and they hadn’t even discussed it beforehand.




Chapter 304

“How dare you?” Shakar growled out.
Rahaim, who was sitting next to the sheikh, started to get up, but was stopped by the sheikh. The Knight’s gaze flickered, and then the fog of serene bliss lifted from his expression. His bright green eyes, which had pupils shaped like stars, focused on Hadjar and Einen.
“Please forgive their ignorance, honorable Umar,” Rahaim bowed slightly. “They don’t know our sun and sand. Their blood hasn’t absorbed our traditions and cus-”
The sheikh turned to the caravaneer and smiled slightly.
“Your words are always so sweet, honorable Teacher, but right now, they have no meaning and simply don’t make sense.”
Both foreigners felt their hearts skip a beat even before the sheikh finished speaking. Everything fell into place. Rahaim could easily enter the sheikh’s palace because he had once been his Teacher. No matter how strong a disciple became, if they had truly respected their teacher, no amount of power or time could ever change that. Hadjar knew this better than anyone else. Even now, without hesitation, he would’ve knelt before South Wind and wouldn’t have dared to tear his forehead off the floor, despite the fact that he’d surpassed his first Teacher long ago. It wasn’t about power, but respect.
But... Who and, more importantly, what was Rahaim? A simple caravaneer and a fairly strong Heaven Soldier. However, he was old. His best years of cultivation were behind him. They said that any practitioner who aged enough while still a Soldier would die at that stage. It was almost impossible for old people to advance any further. There weren’t even any legends about something like that. Hadjar had, until recently, believed that there was a bit of truth in every legend.
And yet, Kharad had mentioned the once close relationship between Rahaim and Sankesh. And now the sheikh of Kurkhadan had been his disciple once. A damned Spirit Knight had been the disciple of a simple caravaneer. Something was wrong here. There had to be a reason why his caravan had started its journey right before the madness stirred up by the library of the Mage City had begun.
“As for you, brave men from the north and east,” Umar turned toward the standing Hadjar and Einen, “accept my gratitude for your aid in protecting our city. Don’t kneel. I can easily see that you were seriously injured.”
The sheikh snapped his fingers and waved his hand. The servants, so inconspicuous that they’d almost merged with the walls, immediately brought out... chairs. Wooden chairs, covered in velvet and decorated with carvings.
The nobles looked envious. In the desert dwellers’ culture, it was a great honor to offer someone a chair. If nothing else, it was an honor because there were terribly few of them around.
The servants, young men of about twelve springs, placed the chairs behind Hadjar and Einen. Bowing deeply, they quietly moved back to the wall.
Glancing at each other, the friends sat down and put their ‘crutches’ against the backs of their chairs.
“Well, brave warriors,” the sheikh grabbed a bunch of grapes from a tray and leaned forward, “tell me about your countries. By the Evening Stars, my dear Teacher as my witness, I dreamed of travelling in my youth, but, as you can see,” the sheikh spread his arms as if trying to embrace his hall, “a ruler can’t leave his people. My dreams remained only that.”
Einen was the first to tell his story. Listening to the islander, Hadjar was convinced that the bald man was no stranger to this. Being the son of the head of a fleet (albeit a slave one), it was likely that he’d traveled across the endless seas and met all sorts of people who’d asked him about this sort of thing.
The sheikh kept asking questions to clarify things, sometimes awed and sometimes looking quite dissatisfied. He laughed, raged, and sometimes dropped things he was holding. He once laughed so hard that the stones in the fountains shook. He once fell into such a rage that he crushed an iron jug with his bare hands. Iron utensils and containers were also considered luxury items in the desert. Very few metals were mined here, and they were almost always used in weaponsmithing.
“I will admit, I’ve never wanted to visit the islands,” Umar laughed at the end. “Your women are cruel, like the perilous rocks that ships crash into. I prefer the warm women of the desert...”
The sheikh’s hand, which had been resting on the hip of the beauty next to him, slipped a little lower, disappearing among the folds of her pants. She blushed, moaned quietly, and pressed her body against him. Some of the young nobles’ eyes became glassy. Shakh was among them. Apparently, the young man didn’t just lust for Ilmena.
“As for you, Northerner,” the sheikh pulled out his hand, wiped it on the nearest pillow, and grabbed another bunch of grapes. “My Teacher said you were once a General in your homeland?”
“That’s right, honorable Umar,” Hadjar nodded.
Many of those present became quite interested.
“A General!” the sheikh clapped his hands. “How noble that sounds! I, too, once wanted to be a General and command the legions of the Empire! There are no truly large armies in the Sea of Sand. Tell me, General, how many Heaven Soldiers were under your command?”
“None, honorable Umar. Lidus is a small kingdom. I commanded two million troops. There were only three hundred thousand practitioners among the soldiers.”
The sheikh blinked several times, and then laughed. He rolled across the pillows, clutching his stomach and wiping away tears. The rest of the nobles joined in, adding to this garish display of mirth. Shakh was especially zealous. The young man seemed to almost choke with laughter, punching the wall repeatedly.
Hadjar didn’t react to the provocation. He understood very well why his words would be amusing to the desert dwellers. Even the guards of Kurkhadan could’ve easily defeated the entire Moon Army.
And yet, Hadjar felt that his honor was being besmirched. Not just his, either, but the honor of those desperate, brave soldiers who had died bearing the standards and flags of his homeland. Regardless of how powerful they’d been, their hearts had been stronger than steel and more steadfast than the mountains. Hadjar absently reached for his blade, but his hand grabbed only the void. The empty sheath swayed slightly on his belt.
“General,” Umar said at last, with a slight hint of irony in his voice. “Tell me, how did you earn those Bedouin amulets in your hair and that Name tattoo, given to you by their shaman, on your left arm?”
The laughter and conversations in the hall fell silent. None of those present knew or had even heard about a single stranger on whom the warlike, free tribes of the sands would’ve bestowed such an honor.
Hadjar told him everything.
“Darkhan,” the sheikh repeated after him. “A good name. Sonorous. Strong. However, I’m still not sure where you, brave warrior, acquired an artifact of such power? An Imperial blade... If you had come into Kurkhadan with it, I’m afraid I wouldn’t have been able to resist the temptation and would’ve killed you to get the artifact. By the way, where is it now?”
The look in his green eyes became merciless. The air vibrated with his energy. A heavy, lethal silence filled the hall.
“It wasn’t an artifact, honorable sheikh.” Hadjar seemed calm, but he was getting ready to flee. “My blade was forged from ordinary steel, but it was recently enchanted. Alas, when the spell ended, the sword also disappeared with it.”
“Who, in my kingdom, has the power to do such a thing?”
Their eyes met. The Spirit Knight’s gaze shone with pure, furious power. Hadjar’s own gaze was steady, filled with the will that could bend the Heavens.
“You already know that, honorable sheikh.”
Again, there was utter silence. It seemed like the shadow of a heron was slowly rising behind the Knight. Some of the nobles saw the silhouette of a sleeping dragon in the depths of Hadjar’s blue eyes.
“I do indeed, Hadjar Darkhan,” the sheikh nodded. He instantly lost his veneer of a pampered prince. A warrior now sat on the pillows, a king, a beast, everything except an aristocrat who was tired of life. “To thank you for your help in the battle, I will turn a blind eye to your violation of the rules. And since you sacrificed your sword for Kurkhadan, then... Well, I will not show less gratitude than a Bedouin leader. Every debt must be repaid.”
The sheikh got up from the pillows and clapped his hands. The servants immediately ran to the opposite part of the hall and opened a small door.
“Follow me, Desert Wind Blowing from the North. I’ll let you choose one item from my treasury in return for your sword. After that, I’ll give you one hour to get out of my city.”
He could’ve added more to the threat, but the meaning was clear enough.
Nodding to the tense Einen, Hadjar got up, leaned on his crutch-stick, and hobbled after the sheikh. They left the hall together, accompanied by everyone’s amazed and envious looks.
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After going through the small door, they found themselves in a narrow, cramped corridor. Dimly lit by several torches, it steadily went downward. Hadjar noticed that the corridor seemed to spiral slightly in a clockwise direction.
Umar took one of the torches from the wall and, holding it in front of him, quickly started to lead the way. Hadjar had to try hard to keep up with him. The thumping of his crutch accompanied their descent.
“Tell me, Hadjar Darkhan,” the sheikh said without turning around. “What is she like?”
His voice was calm, but Hadjar detected a faint hint of anxiety and... Jealousy.
“Are you asking about Ignes, honorable sheikh?”
“Don’t pretend to be a fool, warrior.” The Knight’s indignation caused the torch he was holding to flare up. “I’d recognize one of her spells even if my eyes were gouged out, my heart ripped out of my chest, and the core of my power destroyed.”
It became clear that the sheikh was madly in love with the spirit of Kurkhadan. Not unexpected, really, if Ignes always assumed the appearance that she’d had when talking to Hadjar — the best traits of the finest women a man had seen in his life combined. Who, in their right mind and possessing a working memory, could’ve resisted her charms? Perhaps Hadjar had resisted only because the spirit had made the mistake of taking his wallet with the bracelets.
“She was beautiful, honorable sheikh,” Hadjar bowed his head slightly. He was in no condition to poke a sleeping bear in such an ‘intimate’ setting. “And very dangerous.”
The sheikh inhaled loudly and lost his footing for a second. At that moment, something dawned on Hadjar. According to the spirit’s words, it could neither be heard nor seen by mortals who didn’t know their Name. Whatever that meant.
“How did you meet her, honorable sheikh?”
Umar turned his head toward him. His green eyes flashed dangerously, but Hadjar wasn’t afraid. If the Knight had wanted to, he’d had a hundred opportunities to kill the exhausted, wounded warrior. Instead, he was leading him to his treasury.
“It was 436 years, 3 months, 12 days, and 4 hours ago, warrior,” Umar’s tone changed, going from firm and haughty to warm and soft. Hadjar was only surprised at how deep the true cultivator’s love was, since he could remember the moment of their meeting up to the hour. “I was a young boy. Maybe a little older than you. Rahaim was a strict teacher. One day, when his words wounded my pride too severely, I ran away. I don’t remember how, but I found myself at the foot of the mountain, near the lake. I only saw her briefly, warrior. In the spray of a waterfall, in the reflections made by the sunlight on the crests of the waves. But she was beautiful. More beautiful than anyone I’ve seen before or after that day.” Umar’s voice grew quieter. The flame of the torch calmed. It became easier for Hadjar to breathe — the pressure caused by the sheikh’s energy had disappeared.
“I’ve been looking to meet her for almost five hundred years, warrior, but not a single mortal who doesn’t have a Name can see her.”
“Forgive me for my tactlessness, honorable sheikh, but how is it possible that you still haven’t gained a Name after four centuries?”
In response, Umar only grunted. They came to the end of the corridor. Hadjar was surprised to see that the corridor didn’t end with gilded bars or heavy steel doors. The corridor ended with a wall. Not one made of brick or marble, but a simple, natural wall like you’d find in any cave.
“If only it were that simple, warrior,” Umar laid his hand on the wall.
The torch flared, responding to the surge of energy. Green hieroglyphs flared outward from the Knight’s palm and covered the wall. Flashing like precious stones, they danced in various patterns until a frame lit up along the edges of the wall. The stone seemed to come to life. It shook and then shifted. Part of it moved back and the other moved forward. With a terrible roar and clanging, coupled with a vortex of energy, the simple wall had suddenly turned into a stone door.
Umar grabbed the massive handle with both hands and pulled it toward him. The door reluctantly succumbed, moving very slowly, and crawled along the floor. Hadjar instinctively took a step back. He could stop a charging beast or make a hole in a fortress wall with one blow. Umar was a Spirit Knight, and not at the lowest Stage of that level, either. It still took him a huge amount of strength and energy to open the door. Hadjar realized at times that Einen was right. He really didn’t know anything about the so-called ‘true path of cultivation’. In other words, magic.
“If everything was so simple, then everyone would have Names, warrior,” Umar said after breathing heavily for a few seconds, wiping sweat from his forehead. “Choose, warrior, and take your time. I don’t know if fate will be kind enough to let you have access to a Spirit Knight’s treasury again, so I won’t rush you.”
What Hadjar saw looked more like a museum than a treasury. Atop high platforms, under glass domes, sat a variety of items: long spears and necklaces with precious stones. Maces that were simply awe-inspiring, covered in runes and hieroglyphs, stylized to be shaped like animals. Swords that any aristocrat would’ve proudly wielded, so richly were they decorated, their blades so clean they could be used as mirrors. There was even a multitude of daggers, stuck in the stone statue of a demon frozen in agony. Numerous bows and quivers with arrows of various shapes and made from various materials were displayed alongside one another, paired up. This huge, underground hall contained the armory of a small, but very rich army.
Although the glass domes hid the energy emanating from the objects, it was still evident that they were all artifacts. Some items were relatively simple, at the Spiritual level. Others were stronger, up to the Heaven Level, like the bow that Umar used. After what Einen had told him, Hadjar knew that he would not find any Imperial artifacts here. Moreover, those Imperial objects could cause quite a stir even in the capital of the Empire.
“Choose wisely, warrior,” Umar was leaning against the doorway. “By the Evening Stars, don’t forget to thank Ignes for this... If, of course, you manage to leave my city within the allotted hour.”
With those words, the Knight took out a small hourglass from his caftan’s pocket. Placing it on the edge of one of the pedestals that held an artifact, he turned it over and the sand slowly began trickling down.
“The countdown has already begun,” the sheikh’s lips formed a crooked grin.
Screw it!
Hadjar hobbled toward the far wall as quickly as he could manage. There, under glass covers, various swords hung on strong hooks. From short dirks to heavy, two-handed blades that were the size of an adult male. To wield them, one had to devote themselves to special Techniques from the very moment of their birth.
Reaching the sword section, Hadjar froze. There were so many blades that his eyes widened. Hundreds, if not thousands. How could he single anything out amidst such magnificence? In addition, in order to understand the essence of an artifact, one had to pick it up and hold it, but the glass prevented him from doing so.
Walking over to one of the blades, Hadjar touched the dome and it opened, but did so very slowly. It looked elegant and magical, but Umar grinned and Hadjar cursed at the sight. It had taken him at least half a minute to access only one artifact. Right now, that was...
“Thank you, Desert Wind,” a familiar voice sounded in Hadjar’s head.
At that moment, a cold, northern wind rushed into the hall. It ruffled the hem of the sheikh’s robes, swept through the treasury, and circled around Hadjar. It played with his clothes and the Bedouin shaman’s amulets hanging in his hair. Tearing one of his beads off its string, the wind carefully laid it atop an inconspicuous glass dome at the very edge of the wall.
Ignoring the sheikh’s envious cursing, Hadjar stumbled over to the artifact indicated by Ignes. It was a simple, straight sword. An iron hilt without a guard smoothly flowed into the blade. There was no demarcation between them. As if the blacksmith, contrary to all the rules, hadn’t added a handle to the blade, but had simply forged it alongside the blade, from one piece of metal. It had a short tip, a pair of hieroglyphs at its base, and several chips along its cutting edge. The sword was old. Much older than Umar, but younger than Rahaim.
Its length and size turned out to be what Hadjar was accustomed to.
Without hesitation, Hadjar touched the dome. It opened and he grabbed the hilt of the artifact. Surprisingly, he couldn’t pull it out right away.
Despite its classic appearance, it was at least twelve times heavier than what he was used to. Hadjar had to strain his muscles and even use his energy to lift the weapon.
He wasn’t sure Ignes had made the right choice. However, as soon as he swung it, all of his doubts were dispelled. The sword was so heavy that a simple swing kicked up a gust of wind that made the glass domes tremble.
“The Mountain Wind,” Umar grimaced, clearly unhappy with the choice. “That artifact is at the Heaven level. But it’s unlikely that you can-”
“I apologize, honorable sheikh,” the shadow behind Hadjar became clearer and seemed to thicken as Einen emerged from it. “I’m afraid we have to say goodbye. May the Evening Stars always light your way.”
Einen grabbed Hadjar by the shoulder and yanked. Instead of the wall, Hadjar fell back into... nothingness. Since then, no matter how hard Einen tried to persuade him, Hadjar never again agreed to travel through the islander’s shadows.
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Captivated by Einen’s Technique, Hadjar couldn’t even comprehend what was happening. Hanging on to his friend’s shoulder, he could only watch the kaleidoscope of gray and black-and-white pictures that the corridor of the treasury and the palace had turned into from his perspective.
While Hadjar hadn’t been able to remember the way back through this intricate combination of turns, the islander had handled the task brilliantly. A couple of minutes later, Hadjar, leaning against an apple tree in Umar’s garden, uncaringly spilled the contents of his stomach on some beautiful flowers.
“Never… again…” he repeated several times, dismissing Einen’s offer to help him up.
Several guards ran out of the palace. Apparently, they’d been ordered to detain the stranger who’d violated the most sacred law of Kurkhadan. Hadjar was a bit amused by this, since he now knew why the law even existed.
A figure, radiating waves of power, appeared on the roof of the palace. The man nocked an arrow. The green rays emanating from the arrow fell across the trees and immediately made neat, round holes in them. They cut through the ground at the foot of the palace more easily than a hot knife through butter.
The echo from the Knight simply assuming a firing stance would be able to destroy a practitioner at the middle levels. What an incredible, implausible power! Gods and demons! What do the wars between Empires look like when they have hundreds of Knights in the ranks of their armies? I can’t even imagine what the Immortals are capable of! They are so beyond these Knights that they look at them  the way a true cultivator looks at a mere mortal!
Einen placed two fingers to his mouth and whistled loudly. Making an unholy racket and roaring as they broke through the flower beds, and cracking the marble paths along the way like two ornery bulls, the two harnessed frogs they’d taken from the bandits rushed through the garden.
The islander jumped into the saddle of his frog and held out his hand to Hadjar, intending to help him climb into the second frog’s saddle.
“Wait,” Hadjar shook his head.
He turned to the palace and met Umar’s gaze, which was full of zealous hatred. Apparently, the sheikh was almost five hundred years old, but still behaved like Shakar, only the scope of his jealousy was many times greater.
Why had Hadjar stopped? Because, after a long time, cold goose bumps were running down his back. He’d felt the kind of fear that had gripped him the first time he’d been chained up in Primus’ dungeon.
Hadjar knew that if he turned around and ran away, he would forever be afraid and think of a Spirit Knight as a creature of unattainable, godly power, someone capable of destroying him with the flick of a finger.
The Mad General couldn’t allow that.
Hadjar grabbed the handle of Mountain Wind with both hands. A whirlwind of steely, blue energy swept around his legs. The shadows of eager dragons could be seen within. The nearby bushes and treetops rustled, swaying due to the force of the rising wind.
“Are you out of your mind, barbarian?” Einen shouted, moving his staff in front of him. “Your wounds-”
The islander hadn’t even finished speaking before blood began to seep out through the bandages on Hadjar’s torso. The crimson stains marring the white bandages looked frightening and mesmerizing at the same time.
Hadjar turned to the mysterious black sword residing within his soul. As before, using Ignes’ spell, he mentally assumed the ‘Spring Wind’ stance. Deprived of the spirit’s help, Hadjar was now probably hundreds of times weaker than he’d been during the battle. But now he knew what Master Traves’ Technique was capable of. Knowledge was a power all of its own, as it gave him self-confidence.
“I’ll reach the Jasper Emperor himself!” The dragon in Hadjar’s eyes awoke, and his rage made small, blue sparks dance along the blade. “What is a Spirit Knight compared to the ruler of the gods? He’s just the shadow of an ant! Even if you bring the whole army of Darnassus here, I won’t run! ‘Falling Leaf!’” Despite his raging determination, which had assumed the form of a blade, Hadjar’s voice was calm.
He summoned all the energy he’d managed to recover during his period of rest. He summoned all his knowledge of the Way of the Sword, and after the battle with the bandits, Hadjar had learned a few things. Now he not only knew, but understood more than he ever had before.
His blood soaked through his bandages, landing on the blade. With a roar, Hadjar swung down. There was no lightning or thunder. The sky didn’t turn black and the clouds didn’t part. Lightning bolts shaped like dragons didn’t appear. Nevertheless, a ghostly, blue crescent appeared directly above Umar’s head. Standing seventy steps away from Hadjar, the sheikh didn’t even pay much attention to it. The green rays — just an echo from his stance — rose up like vines and, enveloping the crescent, broke it into a myriad of blue fragments.
Hadjar, exhaling, barely scabbarded his sword and, with a great deal of effort, climbed up onto his frog.
“You’re clearly out of your mind, Northerner,” Einen shook his head.
The guards were very close to them, but they couldn’t compete with the frogs’ speed. The animals left them far behind in a couple of seconds. The streets flickered past as the houses turned into one blurry strip of gray stone. The people who were busy rebuilding Kurkhadan after the battle dodged aside when the two riders charged past them.
Taking off his caftan, Hadjar tied himself to the saddle with it. He wasn’t sure that he would be able to stay conscious while traveling at such a frantic pace.
Einen and Hadjar fled like thieves from the city they’d helped defend. Neither of them thought about how this was unfair. There was no justice in this world. There was only what you could do and what you couldn’t.
Leaving Kurkhadan behind and climbing the nearest dune, Hadjar turned around despite himself. There, atop the inverted pyramid, in the artificial, but breathtakingly lifelike forest, a lonely figure stood. Her clothes fluttered like a piece of silk and velvet that had been torn from the evening sky. Hadjar turned away. This time around, it was harder for him to resist Ignes’ charm. The riders were soon over the dune, leaving the oasis behind.
The spirit didn’t go away. She stood still, looking at the golden sea in front of her. To her, the dunes looked like waves...
She held out her hand. Many miles away, the blood that had stained the paths in the sheikh’s garden lit up. It seemed to come to life, form drops, and slowly lift into the air. And then, the drops flew over to Ignes. She whispered something and the blood thickened and froze, assuming the form of a ruby which was then placed on Ignes’ belt.
“I’ve seen Empires form and perish, the gods fall and then get back up.” The incredibly beautiful woman’s silhouette gradually melted away. “But I didn’t think I’d ever meet your descendant. May the abyss devour you, Black General. I hope that, even in the afterlife, your suffering is unimaginably horrific.”
A gust of cheerful wind flew over Hadjar’s head. It seemed to be whispering something to him.




Chapter 307

Sitting on the sand, Hadjar watched the multicolored fireworks exploding over Kurkhadan. It was the second day after they’d repelled the bandits’ attack and the oasis was celebrating the victory.
Even where he sat, several miles away, the smell of wine and flowers filled the air. The roads were paved with flower petals in honor of the defenders and visiting warriors. The citizens of Kurkhadan carried the wounded soldiers in their hands so they could participate. They did everything they could to honor their heroes. Girls kissed them, women cried with joy. Children ran after the warriors, presenting them with miniature bouquets of flowers. Musicians played the most cheerful songs they knew. Giant bonfires drove away the night’s cold and gloom.
Sometimes, the music and celebration froze. Their eyes shining with admiration and respect, the people would prostrate themselves before their sheikh. He stood on a platform that was being carried by strong slaves. Behind him marched young men and women of amazing beauty. Almost naked, clad only in transparent silks, they looked like nymphs accompanying their-
“Are you going to keep peeping on them?” His friend asked from below.
Hadjar swore quietly and folded his telescope. Throwing a farewell glance at the amazing oasis, he slid down the dune. He’d gotten much better at it, unlike Einen. He still preferred to just walk down.
The islander, wrapped in a thick blanket, sat near a fire. The thrifty Einen had managed to fill his bags with dry ‘firewood’ before escaping from Kurkhadan. Since wood was valued more than gold, the desert dwellers used the bones of desert animals that had been treated and kept in a special solution. The smoke from such a fire was unusually white and odorless.
“Don’t look at me like that, Northerner,” Einen sat with his eyes closed, but that didn’t bother Hadjar. “You know very well that we can’t leave the caravan.”
“If not for the contract-”
“If not for the contract,” Einen interrupted, “We would have gotten lost in the Sea faster than you can-”
This time, Hadjar interrupted him. With a bloodthirsty grin, he pulled out a small bundle from the inner pockets of his caftan. Einen’s eyelids trembled slightly, and then his inhuman, purple eyes glittered.
“Is that what I think it is?”
Hadjar nodded.
“I took it from a dead Heaven Soldier during the battle,” Hadjar explained.
He remembered how one of the bandit Spirit Knight’s powerful blows had launched the unfortunate fighter into the air, and how he’d landed near Hadjar, already dead. Any respectable traveler would’ve taken advantage of such good luck.
“That’s looting, Northerner.”
“No, it’s called being savvy,” Hadjar tapped his temple with a finger and hid the map once again. “The way to the Empire is almost fully laid out here. A route that goes through oases and the desert cities.”
Einen twitched and glanced around furtively. His knuckles turned white from how tightly he was gripping his staff.
“Don’t show that to anyone,” he whispered. “They’ll kill us just for the opportunity to look at that map, not to mention...”
The islander didn’t finish his thought and just waved his hand wearily.
“I don’t know if it was good or ill fortune, but the Great Turtle’s will brought us together, Northerner,” Einen sighed and relaxed. “Regardless, we still have to abide by the contract.”
Hadjar nodded sadly.
Mercenary contracts had almost the same power as an oath made on your blood and cultivation. You wouldn’t burn to ash from an internal fire if you violated them, instead, a pattern would appear on your forehead. Thanks to that pattern, anyone could immediately spot someone who’d gone back on their word. There was nothing worse for a practitioner or cultivator. If that happened to you, it wouldn’t matter what level you were at, how much money you had, what clan, sect, or school you were supported by. If you couldn’t keep your word, you were a nobody.
That was why Einen and Hadjar had spent the last two days waiting for the caravan, having set up a small camp a couple of miles away from Kurkhadan. Alas, Rahaim was apparently in no hurry to leave Umar’s side, too busy discussing some important matters with him. The rest of the caravan were having fun at the celebration.
Hadjar sneezed and wrapped his blanket more tightly around himself. The nights in the Sea of Sand were sometimes colder than winter evenings in Lidus had been. At least it didn’t snow here. To be honest, Hadjar sometimes missed the snow.
“You wanted to learn about the Call of Blood, Northerner,” Einen suddenly said. He stirred the fire.
“Yes, I did.” Hadjar nodded. “But I didn’t think you would ever tell me about the true path-”
“The true path isn’t something that can be discussed by a fire,” the islander interrupted him. “I’ve already told you that I don’t have the necessary knowledge to explain it properly. Just a few wrong words could lead to not only your destruction, but mine as well. By the Great Turtle, the latter option scares me much more than the former.”
That sounded reasonable. If attempting to clarify the true path could harm the speaker, it wasn’t surprising that Hadjar still didn’t know anything about it. No matter who Hadjar asked, the risk was probably too great.
“As for the Call of Blood,” Einen opened his eyes wide, showing his inhuman irises. “That knowledge is available to only a select few — those who have nonhuman blood in their veins.”
Hadjar nodded slowly. Everything fell into place. That was why Einen had decided to become friends with Hadjar and not someone else from the caravan.
“When did you realize the truth?” Hadjar asked casually while his hand quietly moved to his belt, closer to his sword.
“The first time I saw you,” Einen answered, and with a slight rattle, a sharp, metal spear tip popped out of the top of his staff.
The fire crackled and a cold, hard wind blew past. It caused small sand tornadoes, making them whirl around two figures sitting on opposite sides of the fire. Blue eyes peered into purple ones.
Shallow cuts occasionally appeared along the sand, as if someone had slashed it with a sharp blade. Small holes seemed to manifest in the sand, as if someone had stabbed it with a spear. Suddenly, everything calmed. Hadjar and Einen simultaneously reigned in their energies and moved their hands away from their weapons.
“I don’t know why,” the islander whispered softly, “But I feel like you aren’t my enemy, Northerner.”
Hadjar only nodded in response. He felt the same way.
“The first time I saw you,” Einen repeated. “You, apparently, have never met other people with the Inheritance before.”
“Inheritance?”
“Yes, that’s the name of the blood that still lingers from distant, inhuman ancestors. I didn’t ask about your family because I’m sure that the Lidish royal family has its own secrets it would prefer to keep.”
Hadjar tensed again, but quickly let it go. The cunning Einen had surely overheard a few... dozen conversations and had known who his companion had once been for a while now.
“In my family, the Inheritance always manifested itself, without fail. My father, brothers, and sisters all possessed it. So, I knew how to distinguish ordinary people from Inheritors ever since I was little.”
“What’s the difference?”
Hadjar wasn’t overjoyed about the fact that everyone he would meet in the Empire would probably be able to figure this out as well.
“It depends,” Einen shrugged. “In my case, it’s people’s scent. You have a strange scent, Northerner: a mixture of blood, iron, and wind. Before meeting you, I didn’t know that the wind could even have a scent...”
“You’ve never slept next to a dunghill,” Hadjar grinned, recalling his life as a freak. Einen’s lips twitched a bit, which meant he was laughing hysterically.
“What kind of Inheritance do you have?” Hadjar asked.
The smile disappeared from Einen’s face.
“You’re a barbarian,” Einen said with a slight hint of rudeness in his tone. “I sometimes forget how wild your kingdoms are. On the islands or in the Empire, you’ll be challenged to a duel for such a question. Everyone considers their Inheritance to be one of their greatest secrets.”
Hadjar nodded, agreeing with the islander. Indeed, it’s not like he had to tell every person he met what kind of blood ran through his veins.
“But considering our circumstances…” Einen said slowly. “I have the blood of the Pearl Trout.”
Hadjar barely restrained himself from snorting. The Pearl Trout! Why had such a stupid name been given to a fish that could sink the entirety of Balium with a single wave of its tail? Einen stared at Hadjar expectantly. Long seconds of waiting stretched, during which a difficult decision was made.
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Hadjar looked into the other man’s purple eyes. He suddenly remembered another man, falling to his knees after being run through by a blade. Hadjar’s first and only friend had died right in front of him...
“A dragon,” the words fell from Hadjar’s lips like the tolling of a bell. He understood perfectly that there was no going back now. He would once more be walking through this world with someone by his side. Time would tell whether this would turn out to be a good thing or not. “In my case, it’s a dragon.”
To Hadjar’s surprise, Einen’s reaction was wildly different from what he’d expected. He simply nodded and asked: “What kind?”
Hadjar was startled.
“What do you mean ‘what kind’?”
Einen tilted his head to one side and then sighed wearily.
“Don’t tell me, Northerner, that you don’t even know how to tell dragons apart?”
“I know,” an almost boyish resentment could be heard in Hadjar’s voice. “I’m not talking about Earth Dragons, Swamp Dragons, Sand Dragons, and so on, but about one of the Lords of the Heavens.”
Einen took a deep breath and shook his head.
“I’m also talking about those,” he said, adjusting the ‘wood’ in the fire. “There are many kinds of Lords of the Heavens, Hadjar. Legend says that somewhere out there, very far away, in the West Mountains, lays Dragon City, a forbidden kingdom of the Lords. So many of them live there that if they all assumed their true appearance, they’d cover the sky for many miles around.”
Hadjar blinked a couple of times. Now it was his turn to sigh tiredly. What did the phrase ‘very far away’ mean in local legends? It meant that a mere mortal had to spend several hundred lifetimes to get there. Usually, such a legend also mentioned boats that could sail across the sky or flying beasts that true cultivators rode like simple practitioners rode horses. Sometimes, there was even mention of Flight Techniques. However, Hadjar had recently found out that the tales about Heaven Soldiers being able to fly and command the elements at their discretion had indeed been just that, mere tales. There was a fraction of the truth in such stories, but only a fraction.
“It doesn’t matter,” Einen said dismissively. “It’s not very important for understanding the Call of Blood.”
“To be honest, I thought you’d be more surprised.”
“Why?” The islander asked.
“Because I have a dragon’s blood in my veins.”
The islander shrugged and broke another bone. The fire intensified, blowing out a cloud of white smoke.
“If you’d told me you have a Dark Storm Dragon’s blood, I would probably have been surprised. You most likely have the blood of a Green Meadows Dragon, though. Their seed is scattered about as far and wide as the Pearl Trout’s.”
Hadjar once again mustered all his willpower to avoid laughing. After all, their names often didn’t reflect a creature’s full power. For example, the Pearl Trout. Over several million years of life, this species of fish grew to a length comparable to half of Lidus. It was very easy to imagine how astoundingly vast the seas where Einen had been born and had grown up in were when you kept that in mind.
“As for the Call of Blood, everything is simple,” the islander continued his explanation. “Imagine how powerful a Beast must be to not only be able to turn into a human, but also to be able to sow its seed... or to accept it for that matter. Those who are born to a female Beast always have a more powerful Inheritance.”
“That’s rather logical.”
“Yes,” Einen nodded. “Mother Nature is always fair. Even a drop of blood shared hundreds of generations ago carries a small part of a Beast’s power and essence. No matter how well a Beast pretends to be human, in the depths of its soul, it always remains a Beast.”
Listening to Einen’s explanation, Hadjar gradually got lost in his memories. Ever since childhood, he’d been a very quick-tempered boy, as his father, uncle, and General Atikus had constantly told him. They’d scolded him for this and advised him to restrain himself. Only his mother had smiled warmly, since, with only a touch of her hand, she had been able to calm her son’s anger. Despite all of that, Hadjar had never lost his head due to battle rage. However, in that last battle, he’d dived headlong into a bloody whirlpool, almost drowning in it. Had the bald man not helped him, he would surely have lost himself in that ocean of death. Had that been him or the heart beating in his chest?
“The Call of Blood is like a double-edged sword. You point one end toward an enemy, but press the other to your own throat. If you can’t hold it back, you’ll perish and turn into your distant ancestor — a beast devoid of reason, guided only by instincts and desires.”
“And you claim that it can also be used against an enemy?”
Einen nodded. He opened his eyes and looked at Hadjar.
“At first, I wondered why you weren’t using the Call. We ended up in a variety of deadly situations, but you didn’t call on your blood. Therefore, I didn’t really trust you. I thought you wanted to use the Call as a trump card. Later on, I began to suspect that you simply didn’t know that you had another sword in your hands. That last battle made everything clear. I realized that you didn’t even know about it.”
Hadjar silently peered at the vast expanse of the night sky. Whether this was due to the fact that his name was now Hadjar Darkhan and the Bedouin shaman’s amulets hung in his hair or something else, the cold starlight no longer seemed to reject him. Had Traves, sitting in his cave, missed seeing the stars? More to the point, why had his Master been so reluctant to share knowledge with someone he’d shared his very life with? He hadn’t told him anything about the Call.
“How can I call on my blood?”
“I was waiting for that question, Northerner,” Einen pulled out a small bag decorated with beads that sparkled in the firelight. “This is a potion that will make you go into a deep sleep, Hadjar. It’ll be so deep that even the light of the World River will become dimmer to you than the farthest star. According to the legends, some powerful cultivators, ones who are at a much higher level than a Spirit Knight, can spend centuries in such a sleep. For them, it's akin to meditation, but for us, it's just a dream.”
Einen held out the bag. Hadjar took it, not daring to risk untying the complex knot just yet.
“What will I see in this dream?”
“Your ancestor,” his purple eyes flashed dangerously, reflecting the orange glow of the fire. “You’ll see the dragon whose blood flows in your veins. You’ll see it at the peak of its power. In all its splendor, and then...” Einen made a theatrical pause, “...You’ll fight it. You’ll fight your inner Beast, suborn it to your will, turning it into a tame pet. That is the only way you can use the Call.”
Hadjar looked at the bag in his hands.
“What will happen if I lose?”
Einen pressed something on his staff, and then smeared the blade that appeared at its tip with a mixture from another bag. He pointed the staff’s tip at Hadjar’s throat.
“This is the poison of a Trap Fish. One drop of it can kill a whole city. There are five of them on my spear. If I see that the Beast has defeated you, I’ll immediately end your suffering.”
Hadjar looked from the bag to the poisonous spear tip, and then slowly back again.
A second later, he drank its contents.
Darkness.
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Hadjar fell into the depths of darkness. The genuine article. Mothers didn’t tell their children about it, and men didn’t sullenly discuss it when they treated their souls with alcohol. This darkness was alive. It moved. It caressed. It beckoned you with the promise of a warm unconsciousness and the assurance of a serene... nothingness. The kind of void that ended all your troubles.
There wasn’t even a memory of the light to be found here. In comparison to this, a murky evening looked like a naughty child and late at night was more like a shy teenager hesitating before deciding to take the plunge. No monsters hid in this darkness because even monsters ran from it. There truly was nothing within.
Hadjar disappeared into it. Only the realization that he was falling inside himself didn’t allow him to dissolve. This bit of knowledge, like a strong rope, had seized his heart. With its help, Hadjar could see the distant light of the World River.
Just as Einen had warned him, it looked like the dimmest star in the darkest sky. But even so, that little glimmer was the whole world to Hadjar. He knew that if he pulled on it, if he called for the light, the darkness around him, no matter how strong it was in its nothingness, would disappear and light would come back. Hadjar was in no hurry to do so. He was well acquainted with the darkness. It had been his faithful companion over the years he’d spent alone.
Hadjar said, “Hadjar Darkhan,” and the echo of his name spread throughout the darkness. In this echo, Hadjar heard his heartbeat as clearly as he’d heard it in Primus’ dungeon. He had once relied on his own voice and willpower to survive and not give up. He would do so again.
Hadjar’s will looked like a blade in the darkness. Gigantic, imposingly so, it could tear through the sky and scare the gods themselves. Hadjar didn’t see a bottomless darkness before him, the kind that made most people turn gray or even lose their minds and souls.
Hadjar perceived it as a door, one leading to power, and he reached for it. His palms shone with black light, as even the color black looked like the golden hue of daylight in this darkness. Hadjar’s hands crushed the darkness, tore it to shreds, and then he landed atop a mountain peak.
The sharp transition from the suffocating darkness to the abundance of colors made him blink for a moment. When Hadjar opened his eyes, he looked around. He was standing on sharp stones and looking at an endless white cover. At first, he thought it was snow, but then quickly realized that these were actually clouds. Like waves, they rolled across the azure sky. In the distance, painted with crimson and golden tones, they looked like a fluffy blanket that covered the whole world.
The wind ruffled Hadjar’s hair, held in a ponytail by a simple leather strap. His simple, worn robes fluttered. On his belt — a peasant’s red rope — his sword hung. His feet were clad only in shabby bast shoes wrapped in rags. However, while dressed this way, Hadjar felt better than many kings in their silk and gold.
All Hadjar needed in life were his sword, the wind, and the horizon.
Suddenly, a roar shook the sky, ending the silence. It was the kind of sound that made even Hadjar tremble for an instant. That had never happened before. Immediately pulling himself together, Hadjar drew his blade in one sharp motion. Mountain Wind roared back defiantly.
A vortex of wind seemed to envelop him. Blue energy, with black sparks hidden inside, swirled around Hadjar’s legs. His blue eyes were fixed on a black dot that seemed to be getting larger by the second as it descended from the sky.
The dot grew until it was unimaginably big: the bony crests on its back were like a mountain ridge; its green and blue steel scales looked like treetops; its claws were like the peaks of snowcapped mountains; its fangs like thousands of spears and its amber eyes with the familiar, cross-shaped pupils were like two suns.
Compared to the dragon, Hadjar didn’t look like a bug, nor a speck of dust, not even a microbe. He simply didn’t exist next to the giant. Hadjar was sure that if this had been reality, the mere presence of such a creature would’ve been enough to destroy not only his body, but his very soul. Maybe even the body and soul of a true cultivator like Umar.
“Master Traves!” Hadjar cried out, covered by the giant’s shadow.
Traves, whose horns looked like huge rivers, flew above him, not noticing the little man. The most amazing thing was how drastically smaller Traves had been almost eight years ago, in that underwater cave.
“It doesn’t hear you,” a familiar voice explained.
Hadjar turned. Next to him stood a man of indescribable beauty and poise. His long, black hair flowed down to the ground. His emerald-colored, silk clothes floated in the wind. Only his horns and amber eyes betrayed that he wasn’t a human.
“Master Traves,” Hadjar knelt down and touched the stones with his forehead.
He owed this creature for everything he had and was: his every step, his every breath over the past eight years — all of it had happened thanks to the dragon who had sacrificed everything for him.
“Every time we meet, you’re more and more like a Lord of the Heavens,” Traves’ lips trembled slightly. With a wave of his hand, he allowed Hadjar to rise to his feet. “I don’t know if that makes me happy or sad.”
“Why?”
Together, they stood at the peak of the mountain and watched the great dragon dance across the sky. Fear, admiration, and adoration could be seen in Hadjar’s eyes. Traves looked with nostalgia and sadness at the days gone by. The same way Atikus had looked at the border of the White Forest or how Primus had looked at the old stone near the lake in the palace garden.
“Remain a human a bit longer, my disciple. I gave my heart to a human with the willpower of a dragon...”
It seemed to Hadjar like Traves had just imparted some deep wisdom to him, but he couldn’t comprehend it just yet. It was sometimes very difficult for him to communicate with the creature who had lived through entire eras.
If Hadjar’s perception of the world had changed after his transition to the Awakening of the Soul Stage, then how drastically had the perception of a creature at such a high level of power changed? Maybe he saw and felt reality quite differently. So differently, in fact, that Hadjar couldn’t even try to imagine it.
“Have you come for the Call?” Traves asked. It was obvious that he already knew the answer.
“Yes,” Hadjar nodded.
A gust of wind brought golden leaves toward them. Apparently, this place was somewhere near the mountaintop where the Eternal Autumn Tree resided.
“I never wanted you to use the Call,” Traves said quietly. “I never wanted you to rely on any Technique. But, apparently, it’s foolish to ask a newborn chick to proudly soar among the clouds above. Promise me, disciple, that one day you’ll give up on all crutches and forge your own path. You cannot make your own way among the heavenly roads otherwise. Only the path that you find through pain and death is the right one.”
Hadjar once again didn’t understand what his Master meant by that. His simple words formed simple sentences, but they still contained more sense and wisdom than all the books South Wind had owned, and he’d had several thousand of them.
“Do you know what will happen if you lose?”
“Yes,” Hadjar nodded.
Traves looked at his disciple and turned away. He cast one last glance at his past. Then he looked at the distant, golden line formed by the leaves of the mysterious tree as they fell away.
“On this day, I was at the peak of my power. That’s why my heart brought you here. I’ve never been as fierce and powerful as on this day. I’ve never been so free. My wind has never been so calm...”
Traves almost slumped down onto a stone. He sat on a simple boulder, but looked so majestic that even an Emperor, sitting on a howling throne made from pure white heaven stone, would’ve killed himself out of envy.
“You’re still too weak to know the cost of my heart, but you are strong enough for me to start telling you the story of how our destinies intertwined.”
Hadjar sheathed his sword and sat down beside him.
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“I lived in a small village on the outskirts of Dragon City,” Traves began. He gently waved his hand. The air rippled like the surface of a lake and Hadjar, as if through a window, was now looking at an amazingly beautiful valley. There were meadows, plains, hills, and forests. What Traves had called ‘a small village’ was more beautiful than even the grandest palaces Hadjar had seen.
Sometimes, silhouettes flashed in the sky, or dragons, dancing in the wind, emerged from the clouds. Traves looked like he was no older than Hadjar was now — about thirty. The horns on his head were still simple and straight, his posture wasn’t so domineering and stately, and he didn’t look as wise as the current Traves.
“It happened so long ago that a sea occupied the place where your homeland stands now.” Traves’ half-smiled, overcome by nostalgia. “I lived without any sorrow in my life. I was the son of a simple farmer of the Dark Storm tribe. We lived adjacent to the Green Meadows tribe. We’d always had a good relationship. We extracted the nectar necessary for the growth of their offspring, and they provided the water of the Pure Dew.”
As if watching a video being fast forwarded, Hadjar saw the mighty Traves, the greatest of all the creatures Hadjar had ever met, lying serenely on a hill and gnawing on a blade of grass. A shepherd’s staff rested in his paws, and herds of strange animals grazed around him. They looked like a mixture of sheep, cows, and dragonflies.
Suddenly, the serene image changed. The boundless blue sky was covered in black clouds. Lightning of all colors flashed through them, and then... the sky was on fire. The sky burned, and the huge, scorched bodies of dragons rained down.
In the midst of this madness saturated with the agony of death, the young dragon was fighting three warriors clad in glittering armor. Hadjar felt that they were much more powerful than the blade enchanted by Ignes had been.
No matter how hard these three warriors tried, they couldn’t bring down the simple shepherd wielding a staff. Traves was like a leaf floating on the wind. The warriors’ blades and spears couldn’t touch him. He flowed smoothly around their shields, his legs barely touching the grass as his stick hit his foes’ armor.
“The moment war broke out in Dragon City, our village was attacked. The traitors needed our nectar,” Traves’ voice wavered briefly. “Before that day, I’d never fought, but as soon as I saw the enemy coming toward my house, something changed in me. My old, familiar staff suddenly seemed like a formidable weapon, my hands — its extension. I fought against the warriors of the Dragon Emperor’s Army. Trained fighters couldn’t even touch me. But…”
The image changed again. While Traves was fighting off those three soldiers, the other soldiers were destroying the village. What could farmers do against actual troops? Nothing. Parents screamed, clutching their crying children to them. They shielded them, but fell all the same, bleeding. They covered their children with their bodies in a desperate, final attempt to protect them. Some of them picked up axes and pitchforks. A few even had swords.
They were slaughtered like cattle. The soldiers, laughing, cracked down on their inept resistance. Some dragged young girls away, gripping their hair, while others played cat and mouse with an old man who was trying to ward off the invaders with a pitchfork and protect his grandchildren who were sobbing in fear.
Hadjar turned away.
He remembered these kinds of scenes very well. He’d seen hundreds of them. He could tell, with split-second accuracy, what would happen next, could easily predict how everything would end. Hadjar wasn’t a hero from a fairy tale, like the bards had made him out to be. He’d burned down many villages. Sometimes, during the cold nights, he heard the cries of the people he’d doomed to a brutal death. Sometimes, he begged them to stop screaming, but the voices never fell silent. Damned General’s amulet...
“I failed, my disciple. Maybe that’s why our destinies crossed.”
The image changed once again. Three corpses lay at the feet of the panting Traves. They had broken or torn necks that gushed pink, flickering blood. Although they looked human, they definitely weren’t.
Suddenly, the young Traves turned and looked toward the village. Horror flashed in his amber eyes. A chilling fear. The same kind of fear that had been in the little Prince’s eyes when the most beautiful Queen had breathed her last next to him.
Traves rushed down the hill. He stumbled and ended up rolling down it. The battle had cost him dearly. His wounded legs couldn’t hold him. His bruised right eye could barely see. His cracked, splintered staff rolled out of his broken right hand. However, even caked in mud, not to mention his own and someone else’s blood, Traves still kept crawling toward a small house on the outskirts of the village.
He saw that soldiers had surrounded it. Some of them laughed, some looked broken and depressed, as if they were burning their own houses down. They were just following orders...
Those who were laughing broke into the house. They dragged a man who was fighting them desperately, a woman, and three little boys into the street. The triplets were almost babies.
Hearing their cries, Hadjar almost lost consciousness. Scenes from the past flickered before his eyes: the dishonestly taken and burned city. The female General spitting in his face before her death. “You have no honor, Mad General! You have no honor!”
Traves, unable to scream or cry out, held out his hand to his family.
First, the soldiers executed the man. His head flew up into the sky, and then, after tracing a wide arc, fell to the ground and rolled across it.
The woman tried to shield the children, but the soldiers grabbed them and threw them into a cage on a cart, where dozens of children were already choking on their tears.
Before a blade pierced the woman’s chest, she turned toward the hill. Her golden eyes met Traves’ amber ones. She smiled and her lips whispered, “Sorry”.
Traves waved his hand and the vision disappeared. They were back to sitting at the top of the mountain peak, and the dragon was once more dancing in the sky behind them.
“That’s enough for now,” Traves said heavily. “Are you ready, my disciple? My shadow will show you no mercy because, back then, I didn’t show mercy to anyone either.”
Hadjar got up, turned to the colossus dancing in the clouds, and drew his sword. He gripped it tightly, like a bug armed with a toothpick that was trying to topple a giant’s body.
“So be it,” Traves nodded and waved his hand.
He disappeared. The huge dragon flew toward the mountain peak. Furious, surrounded by blue lightning, it opened its gaping maw.
The stones cracked under Hadjar’s feet. The wind turned into a storm. The sky turned black, bringing down hail, rain, and thunder.
Hadjar stared at his target and held his blade tightly. His heartbeat was slow and steady. He didn’t care who or what got in his way. He didn’t care what was possible and what wasn’t. As long as he had a sword in his hands, nothing would slow his progress.
With an inhuman roar, Hadjar swung.
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The attack didn’t even hit his enemy. It simply disappeared, crushed by an echo of the monster’s energy.
The enormous dragon raged in the sky. Dozens of lightning bolts streaked out from its claws. They blurred through the air. Like molten blades, they pierced the stones of the mountain peak. They cut through them, covering the slopes in lava.
Hadjar held his sword out in front of him and turned the flat side toward the dragon. He summoned the energy accumulated within his soul and body. Compared to Traves’ immense power, it looked like the memory of a flash. Even then, his effort was still enough for him to try and become a little stronger.
“Calm Wind!” Hadjar shouted.
Mountain Wind, his new sword, responded to its owner’s call. This wasn’t like Ignes’ spell, rather, it was something quieter, calmer somehow.
The lightning, as it struck the veil of wind, slowed down slightly. Hadjar danced between the lightning bolts, deflecting them with his blade. His blue eyes shone in the endless flashes and reflections. The sword in Hadjar’s hands glowed. The bolts of destructive power slid off it, cutting the stones further and covering the mountain in even more lava.
Hadjar had to constantly move to avoid stepping on molten puddles. He fought at the very limit of his speed. Hadjar’s silhouette sometimes appeared to turn into a shadow of the Five Ravens. However, despite his efforts, his simple robes kept getting scorched, and hissing burns were starting to appear across his arms and shoulders.
Gritting his teeth and enduring the pain, Hadjar fought against the lightning. The dragon hadn’t even approached its enemy. It was flying around no less than a dozen miles away and growing larger by the second, until its shadow engulfed the sky and white clouds. The lightning disappeared as Hadjar froze, unable to move.
The mountain shook as the massive dragon’s claws ripped into it like the carcass of a frightened animal. The huge muzzle slowly rose above Hadjar. It was larger than the mountain peak. Traves’ mustache looked like thick ropes, the kind sailors used. With their might alone, it could’ve crushed the little man. Its two amber eyes shone with reflected sunlight. The pressure of its energy was so great that the stones crumbled and the solidifying lava cracked.
Hadjar trembled. His knees bent and his sword shook in his grip. Bloody tears flowed from his eyes, not from fear or pain, but from the sheer pressure that had burst the blood vessels there. His blue eyes drowned in the scarlet flow.
The gigantic dragon loomed over the little man. Their eyes met.
The abyss that was its mouth opened, its forked tongue flickered out, and the mountain shook violently from its powerful roar. The clouds around the peak scattered in different directions. Hadjar turned pale. Blood was now pouring not only from his eyes, but from his ears and nose as well. And yet, he didn’t lower his sword. Trembling, he raised it higher, and gradually, resisting the incredible pressure, began to assume a fighting stance.
“You’re worthy,” came the thundering proclamation.
The dragon’s form flickered. It turned into a blue mist that spun and then began to coalesce into an incredibly small dot. It condensed and swirled until the silhouette of a tall man stepped out of it.
He looked a little different from the man Hadjar usually spoke to in his dreams. He wasn’t calm, but fierce. His face was tense. His tight clothes looked like armor. His high boots looked like they were meant for stomping.
Traves-from-the-past held an iron staff that had rings through its top.
“Every adversary, even the weakest one, is a test,” his voice thundered.
With these words, he pushed off the ground. There was an almost tangible explosion as he did so. The crushed stones filled the air with deadly shrapnel, and Traves moved at such an incredible speed that Hadjar didn’t even manage to comprehend what was happening.
Fortunately, his instincts, developed over many years fighting in a war, were faster than his mind. Still holding his sword with the flat side facing his foe, Hadjar assumed the ‘Calm Wind’ stance. It slowed his attacker down as effectively as a sheet of paper trying to stop a cannonball. However, thanks to the wind barrier, Hadjar determined which direction the blow was coming from.
Tearing his muscles and using all his energy, fighting through the pain and lacerations that were spreading down his torso and arms, Hadjar blocked the strike.
There was a clink as the blow split several small boulders around them. Mountain Wind bent, and that was the only thing that saved Hadjar’s ribs. The oddly flexible iron softened the blow, but, upon straightening, pushed Hadjar away from the mountain peak. At the same time, due to inertia and the force of the blow, Hadjar was lifted into the air and, after being flung a dozen yards away, fell onto a white carpet. Except there was no carpet around.
Falling through the clouds, Hadjar frantically tried to breathe. The air whistled past. Through the wet and cold, white ‘wool’, Hadjar fell from the tall mountain directly toward the ground. His eyes were watering and it was hard for him to see, but judging by the incredible pressure, Hadjar knew that Traves was following him.
The air and sky were the dragon’s domain. As for Hadjar... When, upon emerging from the clouds, he’d seen his surroundings, he’d almost lost consciousness — from such a height, huge mountains had seemed like hills, rivers had looked like little streams, and forests like nothing more than tall grass.
Hadjar’s instincts howled again and, with difficulty, he rolled onto his back. Traves’ fall was more like vertical flight. Through the whistling and the roar of the wind, his staff sticking out in front of him, he looked more like a spearman plunging down into a vicious attack than anything else.
Having caught up with Hadjar, Traves deftly turned around and struck him. With his sword still held in front of him, Hadjar blocked another powerful blow that changed the direction of his fall. He was swept away, leaving drops of blood behind. Hadjar continued to fall, but not Traves. The air under his feet seemed to thicken and the dragon, still in his human form, simply pushed off from the wind. After two more similar jumps, he approached Hadjar and hit him again, twice.
What happened next was just a beating, not a fight. Hadjar was launched in different directions like a ball as Traves batted him about, all the while gliding through the air. Each attack he landed sapped energy from Hadjar’s body. The Strengthening of the Body Techniques and grueling blocks were keeping Hadjar alive, but it was still draining and dicey.
The earth and sky swapped places constantly. Hadjar no longer bothered with trying to determine where he was. He simply flew through the roar of the air currents, using moments between the strikes to breathe.
Sensing where the next blow was coming from, Hadjar managed to dodge. He wondered whether this had been simple inspiration or a tip from the wind laughing in his hair. Hadjar, after gathering energy in his legs, was able to briefly assume a vertical position and even slightly change the direction of his fall. That was enough to allow him to dodge Traves’ direct attack. Hadjar was still thrown back by the wave of energy in the attack’s aftermath, but that hadn’t been as painful as the previous strikes.
“Kai-ah!” Came from the sky above them.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar saw strange creatures floating in the sky. They looked like huge stingrays covered with long feathers instead of scales and skin. A half-mad smile appeared on Hadjar’s lips.
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Hadjar waited for Traves’ next move. This time, he was ready to use the dragon’s attack to his advantage. When a powerful blow from Traves’ staff hit the exact center of his sword, Hadjar used it to gain momentum.
As a result, instead of flying off like a limp rag, he soared a few yards through the air, and then pushed off it. His midair spasms didn’t look like Traves’ smooth, graceful movements, but rather like the flopping of a fish caught in a net. Hadjar didn’t care about what it looked like, he was more interested in the results.
Using the inertia he’d harnessed and his own movements afterward, Hadjar changed his trajectory and landed gently on the back of one of the flying stingrays. The huge beast didn’t even feel the new weight on its back. Its wingspan was so great that it could’ve easily covered a horse-drawn cart entirely.
An approving smile appeared on Traves’ face. Without wasting any time, he also landed on a nearby stingray. They sailed through the skies.
Hadjar took up a low stance and turned to his inner, black sword. He mentally attached it to Mountain Wind, which he held in his hands, and launched a single, swift attack. A blue crescent interspersed with black sparks flew out of his blade. After flying for about twenty paces, it struck Traves. Such a strike, given all the progress Hadjar had made in recent months, could’ve injured a careless Heaven Soldier.
Traves just put his index finger in front of it. The mighty attack seemed to bend around it like silk and disappeared.
“Spring Wind!” Hadjar shouted, assuming the third stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique.
He summoned more energy and used even more complex and deeper knowledge of the Way of the Sword. This time, his thunderous strike caused a dull roar to fill the air. It was much sharper and noticeably more tangible. Inside the blue crescent, black sparks clustered, trying to take the form of a dragon. A ghostly blade could be seen in the center of the attack — an exact copy of Mountain Wind.
This was the best Hadjar could muster without using absolutely all of his energy. At first, Traves once again held his finger up in front of him. But the closer the crescent got, the more distinctly the sparks looked like a dragon, the clearer the emotions on the dragon’s face became.
At first, it was doubt, then surprise, and then... interest.
Putting his hand away, Traves moved his staff in front of him. Hadjar’s best strike, which would’ve been capable of splitting artifact armor up to the Earth level in half, couldn’t even make it move.
After he moved his staff so it was once more behind his back, Traves held out his hand again. He gestured with it and remained standing on the stingray’s back as it flew beneath the clouds. After that battle in the air, Hadjar didn’t have much energy left. He would probably be able to fight for just a couple more minutes, but he was going to use them to their fullest nonetheless.
Once again, an insane, almost drunken smile appeared on his face. He hadn’t fought an enemy against whom he had no chance of winning for a long time.
Turning toward the black sword, Hadjar didn’t just overlay it with Mountain Wind, but completely merged them together. The blade shone with a dark light for a moment and unknown hieroglyphs flared along its length, but everything soon settled. Wisps of black fog were now wafting off the blade.
Hadjar pushed off the stingray and landed on the back of another beast. He was wounded and bleeding, but didn’t even think about giving up. Hadjar stood opposite Traves. As always, he had a plan. Some might’ve even called the plan mad.
Gripping his blade in both hands, Hadjar moved toward his enemy. Angling the blade over his head, Hadjar made a strong downward slash. Traves lazily moved his staff in front of him. He was surprised when his foe’s sword seemed to change direction mid-attack, leaving behind a trail of dark fog.
Hadjar, growling with the strain and at his limit, accelerated even further and twisted his wrist. Instead of a downward attack, Mountain Wind ended up being swung in a diagonal slash from right to left.
The sword seemed to slip past the staff with an eerie, fluid grace, immediately getting dangerously close to the enemy’s chest. Despite all his experience and power, Traves didn’t have time to react. He hadn’t taken the little bug that had decided he could bite a giant seriously and this was the result.
The blade slashed across Traves’ clothes...
Hadjar didn’t waste his chance. Forcing the blade’s motion to continue, he turned on his heels. Using his whole body, he slashed at Traves’ stomach.
The inertia forced his body forward and Hadjar didn’t resist it. On the contrary, he decided to use it as another tool. Doing a complete spin, Hadjar again gripped his blade at a different angle. He held the weapon more traditionally as he swung it upward.
The sword, which had previously been somewhere near his foe’s knees, soared like a ribbon across Traves’ torso. Simple practitioners would’ve seen only the crimson ribbon and the black trail left by the blade.
The three strikes merged together. It was the best attack Hadjar had ever performed. Fast and deceptive like the wind, it struck its target with all the power he could muster. ‘The Black Gates’ sect Patriarch would’ve been turned into mincemeat by it. Shakar would’ve received severe, maybe even fatal, wounds. Sheikh Umar would have gotten away with deep, painful cuts. Traves stood unharmed. Not even a single thread on his clothes had been disturbed.
It had only seemed to Hadjar like his strikes had hit their mark. In fact, they hadn’t even touched his foe’s clothes. They’d passed half an inch from them, as Mountain Wind hadn’t been able to break through the strong layer of energy that Traves emanated. The dragon sighed with disappointment, and at that moment, Hadjar smiled widely.
When his enemy let his guard down for a moment, Hadjar jumped on Traves. He 
hugged the dragon as tightly as if he were one of his most beloved people. Together, they flew off the stingray’s back.
Traves didn’t understand what was happening. Hadjar had decided to check a crazy conjecture, and it was turning out to be true. He wasn’t clutching the dragon’s energy shield, but his clothes. That meant that this world was illusory, but abided by the laws of reality. Traves’ energy couldn’t protect him from himself...
Putting his left hand between Traves’ shoulder blades, Hadjar brought his blade up and forcefully thrust it into his own hand. A human’s scream and a dragon’s roar shook the sky. The pink blood, interspersed with red blood, soared through the air like a multicolored ribbon. Two entities fell to the ground: a mad human and a creature that gradually began changing into an angry dragon.
“Damn,” Hadjar cursed, realizing that the hand he’d pierced with his own sword was no longer sitting atop clothes, but large scales instead.
He didn’t know that, at that very moment in reality, Einen was also fighting his own particular battle, trying to decide what to do.
The islander sat in front of his friend and worried. He didn’t know whether he should interrupt Hadjar’s fight with his Beast and spare the northerner from all the torment or not. What was happening right now didn’t look like a normal rite of acceptance of one’s Inheritance at all. The two men sat in the center of a riot of energy. It circled them like a huge tornado inside which the blurry silhouettes of a man and dragon fighting could be discerned. Einen had never seen anything like it before. By the Great Turtle, his heart was gripped with fear as he observed it all.
“Damned barbarian!” Einen tightened his grip on his staff-spear, hoping that no one would notice what was happening because they were too busy celebrating.
He didn’t know that they were being watched from atop the oasis. Ignes, clutching Hadjar’s frozen drops of blood, was praying for the first time in a long time. To the Gods, the World River, Mother Nature, the Ancient Spirits, all of them at once and more besides. She was ready to prostrate herself before anyone if it ensured the descendant of the Black General would die right here and now.
Otherwise...
She didn’t want to consider it. She was too scared of the thought.
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On the back of the huge dragon, Hadjar forgot for a moment that he was in the air. It felt like he was standing on a blue-green mountain plateau and each of the scales looked like a boulder, only adding to it. Alas, Traves didn’t allow the unsolicited rider to enjoy himself for too long.
He tried to buck him off in the most incredible ways. Sometimes, he would freeze in the air and plummet like a stone. Hadjar tore off some scales, but each time, he managed to plunge Mountain Wind into the dragon’s body and hold on. To Traves, these stabs were imperceptible, and he most likely couldn’t even say for certain whether Hadjar was still on his back or not.
Hadjar grabbed the handle of his blade to avoid flying off as Traves performed a violent roll in the air. The oncoming wind was so strong it made it difficult for him to breathe. His eyes were watering so hard that it was impossible for him to see anything. His muscles ached mercilessly, but Hadjar didn’t let go of his sword, looking like a small but tenacious flea biting into the skin of a gigantic wolfhound.
At the very last second, right before he hit the ground, Traves flapped his wings and flew upward sharply. In addition to tears, blood flowed from Hadjar’s eyes. His eardrums vibrated so violently it felt like someone was playing gigantic military drums right next to his ear.
This battle in the air was becoming absurd. Hadjar, with his tiny amount of power by the standards of the ancient being, couldn’t harm the dragon. The enormous Traves also couldn’t get rid of the gnat that had settled on his scales.
However, while the dragon didn’t necessarily need to win, Hadjar couldn’t stop until he did.
After the next plunge, he waited for the moment when Traves began to fly upward again, pulled his blade out from the joints between the scales, and then lodged it in the next one. So began his long journey to the dragon’s neck.
At that moment, in the real world, Einen was trembling at the sight of the power circling around Hadjar.
“Great Turtle,” the islander wailed, gripping his staff-spear harder. “What kind of dragon is he descended from?”
Einen had participated in Inheritance rituals many times and had already gotten used to the process. The person that had a beast’s blood in them would usually plunge into a deep, mystical dream. Given the abundance of Inheritances on the islands, every adult traveler always carried a special powder with them. It was a long-standing tradition... Einen hadn’t even suspected that he would be using it so far from home, in a place where there was almost no water at all.
The last time he’d been present at a battle for the Call, everything had been pretty standard: a sip of powder, the deep, deathlike dream, a brief burst of energy, and then the awakening. Everything depended on how intense this power burst was as it showed how much a person could do with the beast blood in their veins.
The Sages from the islands even knew how to measure it. Einen didn’t, but it was safe to assume that this was a lot. By the Great Turtle, what Hadjar was going through was beyond the bald man’s understanding. How strong were the bonds between his Beast and the northerner if this was the result?
The tornado of power grew to a size that was inconceivable for this ritual. Almost twenty feet wide now, it seemed to keep stretching toward the sky. Blue and black lightning struck the ground around it, melting the sand and leaving patches of glass across its surface.
At the very top of the whirlwind, the two silhouettes danced. The dragon fought against the man. No matter how much Einen squinted, he couldn’t see the features of the Beast. It was as if this species had never been on the List of Monsters the Sages of the islands had kept, a list that contained information about millions of creatures in the world, even the most obscure ones.
People from all around the world traveled to the islands to buy a copy of the List. Einen had once been lucky enough to find a way to read it. As punishment for his actions, his father had left several scars on his back... And now, years later, Einen couldn’t determine what tribe this dragon belonged to. It was almost like the tribe simply didn’t exist...
The most terrible part of what was happening was not the whirlwind of unprecedented power, but Hadjar himself. Einen sometimes felt like it wasn’t the northerner sitting across from him. The energies around Hadjar merged, taking the form of someone else who was very majestic and dignified, had long hair and horns, and wore expensive emerald robes. It almost looked like someone else was living inside Hadjar. Someone with surprisingly wise and knowledgeable, amber-colored eyes and cross-shaped pupils. It was as if a dragon lived inside Hadjar.
Einen continued to hold his poisoned staff-spear close to the northerner’s throat. If he didn’t pass this trial, the Beast that would supplant him would be able to destroy all of Kurkhadan and the surrounding area with a single wave of its claws. Of course, Hadjar would also die in that case, but no one would care because no one would survive to do so.
Einen’s thinking was remarkably similar to the other spectator’s.
Ignes, standing at the edge of her forest, kept nervously fiddling with the bloody stone in her hands. The ancient spirit was ready to curse and laugh at fate. Until recently, it had seemed like extraordinary luck to her. A Named One had arrived to her oasis in her hour of need. There were very few Named people left in the modern world. It was rare for a person walking along the path of cultivation to stop and see that there were dense forests on either side of the path, hiding amazing and wonderful secrets...
Ignes had seized the opportunity and hadn’t suspected that the Named One was actually a descendant of her enemy. And not only hers... Any creature that remembered the ancient times would gladly sell their soul for a chance to tear the Black General’s descendant to shreds.
The Gods and the Evening Stars as her witnesses, Ignes would’ve gladly done so as well. However, at first, she had been held back by an informal contract. Hadjar Darkhan had helped her, and she, in turn, had had to help him. The Named One had turned out to be a real barbarian. He hadn’t taken advantage of his once-in-a-lifetime chance — a spirit had owed him. In exchange for his help, he could’ve asked for anything, from endless riches to Ignes’ service. Instead, by giving him a sword from someone else’s treasury, Ignes had fulfilled her end of the deal.
Unfortunately, Umar had driven the savior of the city out of the very city he’d saved! According to the ancient laws, Ignes’ influence didn’t extend beyond the borders of Kurkhadan. So, all she could do now was observe Hadjar fighting against his inner Beast with impotent anger. It was impossible to not recognize the ritual.
Clutching the bloody stone, Ignes prayed to everyone who could hear her: “Please, let him die the kind of terrible death that can only be found underneath the Evening Stars.”
Inside the dream, which felt almost too real, battered by the insanely powerful wind, fighting through pain, blood loss, and tears, Hadjar advanced along the dragon’s back. He had one shot at victory and he was going to take it…
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Hadjar continued his slow but steady ascent. He kept sticking the blade into the joints between the scales. Every time the dragon moved, Hadjar made his own move. His left eardrum had burst, unable to withstand the strain. Hot blood tickled his neck unpleasantly. Hadjar was deaf on that side now, but one functioning ear was still enough to allow him to hear the howling of the wind.
Traves flew so fast that the air around them seemed to become a narrow tunnel. The white cover of the clouds leveled off, looking like a clean canvas. Falling from such a height and at that kind of speed meant certain death for even a Spirit Knight, but that didn’t bother Hadjar at all.
His veins and muscles ached from the strain. Wounds appeared on his skin, which was getting more torn up by the second. It was as if an invisible person was slowly tearing his skin apart. His bones creaked like old, rusted doors. Hadjar often lost consciousness, but willed himself back to ‘reality’ with considerable effort every time. Actually, it was only thanks to his willpower that he was even moving. His limit had long since been reached and left behind. He spared neither his body nor his core of energy. Drained, it was destroying its own structure and disappearing, causing such pain that even the most twisted sadist would’ve felt pity for him.
Even if it was all a dream, Hadjar still felt everything with disturbing clarity. Blood flew from his nose, ears, eyes, and from all his pores eventually.
Finally, huge rocks appeared in front of him — the dragon’s horns. The concept of time had long since stopped mattering to Hadjar. He didn’t have a clue about how long he’d spent on Traves’ back — a second or a millennium.
He didn’t care about the pain, he’d gotten used to it. That’s why it wasn’t surprising that, in spite of everything, he soon left the horns behind.
His shaky consciousness was being held together by his indomitable will. Long ago, a dragon locked up in a dungeon had considered it a good enough reason to give his own life to Hadjar...
He rammed his sword into the dragon’s head and froze. Traves was flying higher. Plunging through the clouds, he flew even more quickly than before.
Below them floated white, fluffy clouds, torn to shreds by their battle. Above them was an endless haze and the cold starlight. Hadjar had grown to love looking at them. They whispered his name and he heard the Bedouin children’s laughter when they spoke.
Before the dragon began to plummet, Hadjar drew his sword out of the joint. Thrown into the air by the inertia, Hadjar then began falling, stretching out like a taut string, angling his blade in front of him.
The dragon flew up and Hadjar fell down to meet him. He seemed to shout something, but he couldn’t be certain as his other eardrum had also burst.
In the very last moment before their collision, Hadjar pulled himself together forcibly and, using the remnants of his core’s essence, pushed off from the air. If he’d tried to do this in the real world, Hadjar would’ve died from the pain or been crippled, incapable of progressing any further along the path of cultivation. In reality, Hadjar, who was still sitting in a lotus position, coughed. Thick, dark blood splashed across Einen’s sand, spear, and clothes.
“Hang on, Northerner,” Einen whispered and resumed praying to the Great Turtle.
Hadjar drove his blade straight into the center of the huge amber eye. No matter how small a flea was, when it bit a dog on the eye, the dog would be left shaking its head in pain for a long time. And while the dragon wasn’t a dog, Hadjar was no mere flea, either.
Traves howled. For the first time in millennia, the mighty dragon was experiencing great pain. No one had managed to injure him in battle for so long that he’d forgotten how it felt. Flailing in a desperate, instinctive reaction, he dropped down. Hadjar followed him. Spinning, they flew toward the ground. Both of them almost lost consciousness from the pain. Both of them had done things they’d never had to do in a battle before today.
The earth shook when they landed. Well, when Traves landed. Long, deep cracks spread along it, turning into bottomless craters and gorges. In the nearby sea, waves that were several miles high appeared, sweeping across the hills and forests.
The animals screamed in panic. Somewhere far away, in a kingdom forgotten by the gods, people tried to find cover. They thought an earthquake had begun.
The mountain peak where the battle had begun cracked.
Hadjar lay at the bottom of a huge hollow. He didn’t know why he hadn’t died yet. Maybe, just before his collision with the ground, he’d managed to push off from the air, throwing himself upward a little, just enough to survive. He couldn’t move a single muscle, not even to blink. He’d known this feeling well, even if it had been a while since he’d last felt it.
The gigantic dragon, shaking his head, rose up. Pink blood flowed from his eyes. Shielding them from the sun, he angled his face toward the sky and opened his mouth. He was probably letting out a victorious roar. Hadjar smiled. He couldn’t hear anything right now, so it was a wasted gesture. He was trying, silently cursing his body all the while, to reach for his blade. Even if he had once again been deprived of control over his body and his strength, he wouldn’t stop until he heard the familiar cry of: “You crazy hobo dressed in rags!”
And he would answer with a simple: “Pampered princeling!”
The dragon turned back to the annoying little bug. Amber eyes met blue ones. Its huge jaws, where each fang was like a mountain peak, opened wide. The earth cracked from the roar that Hadjar still couldn’t hear. The dragon peered into those blue eyes and didn’t see a human in them. Not some pathetic, weak-willed mortal made of flesh and blood. Those eyes were like two unyielding blades, like two sharp diamonds, like two shooting stars, furious and bright.
Even crushed and broken, unable to move or keep fighting, he hadn’t given up. His fingers and hands didn’t move, but he was still trying to reach for his blade sticking out of the ground nearby. The spirit of battle hadn’t left the little warrior’s body even now.
“You haven’t changed, Hadjar Darkhan,” the dragon said.
Hadjar didn’t understand what happened next. The valley and the huge monster simply disappeared.
Hadjar was once again standing amid the tall grass in a vast field. Nearby, on a boulder, sat Traves, not in his dragon form, but as his Master, looking both wise and slightly sad, wearing his customary emerald robes.
“You’ve won, my disciple,” Traves said.
“But-”
Traves raised his hand, making Hadjar shut up. Shaking his head, he continued. “Even if you’d traveled down the path of cultivation for another ten thousand years, you wouldn’t have survived a fight against my true presence. You didn’t win a battle against me, but yourself.”
Hadjar still couldn’t wrap his head around it — a moment ago, he had almost died at the bottom of a hollow, and now he was standing there and enjoying the light breeze.
“You fought against your own dragon, Hadjar. You fought yourself, and I was merely the one officiating the fight. Some years have passed since I gave my heart to a man with unbending will. I was afraid that my power would distort your essence, but now I can see that you’re still the same as ever. You’ll never be a human again, Hadjar, and you’ll never become a dragon, either. It’s a terrible fate. But it’s one you chose for yourself.”
Traves extended his index finger, pointing it at Hadjar’s heart.
“Accept my Inheritance. From now on, Hadjar Darkhan, you are part of the Dark Storm tribe.”
Back in reality, the ancient spirit cried out in despair and impotent rage.
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Hadjar bent over, unable to stand due to the pain. Tearing off his caftan and silk shirt, he stared at the left side of his chest. Right above his heart, a round, blue-black tattoo had appeared on his skin — a dragon depicted by hieroglyphs. Hadjar found he could read the inscription and it read: ‘Dark Storm’.
That was the name of Traves’ tribe. As far as Hadjar knew, after the civil war for the throne of Dragon City, only Traves had survived, out of the entire tribe. And now only Hadjar was left, and he wasn’t even a dragon. Maybe that was why Traves’ gaze had been filled with such sadness and longing.
“You’ve grown, Hadjar Darkhan,” Traves whispered. “I met a boy once, but now a young warrior stands before me.”
“Thank you, Master,” Hadjar’s forehead touched the wet and cold ground again.
In reality, at that moment, the whirlwind of energy died down. The lightning disappeared and the ghostly figures that had been fighting seemed to melt away. Hadjar’s body exuded steam as he stayed seated, in the lotus position. Einen, seeing that his friend might succumb to heatstroke, quickly threw off his caftan and shirt.
Just as he’d expected, the mark of the Inheritor was now on the northerner’s chest. It was quite plain, as these things went — the image of a Beast and hieroglyphs that told the name of the tribe the Beast had come from.
Einen had looked at the List of Monsters, but he couldn’t read the dragon language. He had no idea how powerful the barbarian’s ancestor was.
At the top of Kurkhadan, a gorgeous woman disappeared into fog. Due to her fury, the waterfalls of the oasis turned crimson for a moment. The Black General’s descendant had survived and, by the Evening Stars, she would hasten to tell the rest of the Ancients about it. Maybe one of them would be lucky enough to come across their Enemy’s kin in the future...
Traves waved his hand casually, allowing his disciple to rise to his feet.
“Listen to me, disciple,” Traves waved his hand again, and Hadjar sat down on a boulder that emerged from the ground. “The Call isn’t something you can use lightly, against every threat. It’s a blade hidden in your sleeve. A poisoned dart hidden in your boot. A secret weapon.”
Hadjar nodded and listened carefully to his Master. Many practitioners would’ve sold their souls to hear just a few words from such a powerful and ancient being. Hadjar was truly fortunate to be his disciple.
“As I already told you at the beginning of our journey,” Traves picked up a reed and it suddenly seemed to Hadjar like an incredibly sharp blade. “My knowledge of the Way of the Sword isn’t enough on its own to guide you along it. The Way of the Battle Staff clearly isn’t for you. That means I can’t tell you how to strengthen the Call of the Blade. You probably don’t need me to.”
Hadjar didn’t really understand how the dragon’s blood could strengthen his blade, but he was used to remembering Traves’ words without really going into their deeper meaning. He could most likely ponder the ancient creature’s wisdom for thousands of years and still understand nothing. It was easier to listen and hope that these bits of knowledge obtained from their conversations would one day be useful in his cultivation.
“You’ll understand how to use the Call eventually, but for now, we’ll do the following,” Traves lifted his sword-reed and pointed it at a spot between Hadjar’s eyes. “Breathe, my disciple, and remember, whatever happens in your life, the most important thing is to never forget to breathe.”
Hadjar started breathing deeply, freely, and evenly. The wind ruffled his clothes and played with his hair. The amulets gifted to him by the Bedouin shaman tinkled as they rang out. Instead of the usual darkness, his consciousness rose toward a light. It was soft and enjoyable, and shone like a reflected midday ray of sunlight across a rippling water surface.
Hadjar heard the laughter of thousands of different voices, children’s and adults’ alike, male and female both, merge into a single stream of irrepressible fun. They whirled around Hadjar, dancing and offering him a chance to join them.
Hadjar couldn’t resist. He danced with them. Mountains and rivers, lakes and seas passed by, as well as thousands of amazing cities and countries. Perhaps he’d lived in some of them and then died in order to be born again in the others.
He heard thousands of stories and told hundreds himself. However, a lonely figure wandering through the canvas of reality constantly drew his eye. He touched the man’s raven hair and looked into his blue eyes that were filled with an unyielding willpower. He told him stories. And then Hadjar looked carefully at his own face and recognized...
Hadjar awoke from the strange, mystical slumber. Lying in the grass at Traves’ feet, he tried to catch his breath and recover. Never before had he experienced anything like it. While living as someone who wasn’t quite him, he’d looked at his own face.
“Your Call will help you stay in the wind, disciple,” Traves said.
The dragon gradually melted away, as did the world around Hadjar. The endless valley covered in tall grass seemed to evaporate, almost like a mirage. He was returning to reality, now a little stronger than before.
Traves looked at the stone where his disciple had just been sitting. He’d once again returned to his endless journey, leaving Traves behind to look at the depths of the azure sky. Hadjar probably didn’t even realize, sitting beneath the blue heavens, that this was his soul: clean and serene, free and unstoppable. Traves’ shadow liked being here. Maybe, if they’d met many years ago, they would’ve become good friends. A dragon and a mortal man... Even myths didn’t claim that a Lord of the Heavens would ever become friends with a human.
“Your descendant is worthy, Ancient Enemy,” Traves whispered.
In response, a bird cry sounded in the distance. There, far away, within the azure heights, hidden among the clouds, a miniature black dot soared. It was almost invisible and Hadjar hadn’t seen it... Maybe it was for the best.
Traves closed his eyes and began to slumber. He hoped that the next time he would see his disciple was a long ways off. After all, the more often they saw each other, the sooner he would have to reveal his secret and name the price for his heart. This would have two major consequences: Traves’ Shadow would disappear from Hadjar’s soul and consciousness, and the young warrior would then be doomed to a fate worse than death. After all, even myths didn’t mention a...
“Northerner!”
Through a muddy, almost viscous haze, Hadjar made out the familiar voice. Slowly, straining to do so, he opened his eyes to see he was sitting in the center of what had once been their camp. Now it looked like the aftermath of a battle between several true cultivators: sand had melted and turned into glass, dunes had been split in half, and several deep cracks ran along the ground. The islander was unharmed, but anxious.
“It’s all right, Einen,” Hadjar smiled and tried to get up, but his legs wouldn’t obey him.
“Don’t try to bluff me, barbarian,” Einen pressed down hard on his friend’s shoulders, forcing him to lay back down on the blanket. “Since you’ve accepted your Inheritance, your core will be unstable for some time and, by the Great Turtle, I have no particular desire to-” Hadjar cried out in pain. Against his will, energy swept out from his hand, taking the form of a wind blade. It flew across the sand, leaving behind a deep cut. “…get stabbed in the back,” Einen finished.
He lit an incense stick and held it up to Hadjar’s nose. The northerner fell asleep instantly.
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Two days later, when his core had accepted the change, and the tattoo no longer burned on his skin, Hadjar decided to try out his new abilities, or, to be more precise, his old ones that were now under his direct control.
It took him four hours of Einen explaining things and about twenty attempts to manage to use the Call for three seconds. The islander could withstand channeling his Beast ancestor’s power for almost a minute and a half. To be fair, he’d had years of practice and good, experienced teachers.
As always, Einen had claimed that his knowledge wasn’t enough to teach him. So, their training was based on the ‘do like I do’ principle. However, even that much was enough to make Hadjar feel confident in his ability to use his Inheritance.
At the moment, they were shielded by the dunes. The sun was rising to its zenith. They were examining Kurkhadan through their telescopes. Rahaim’s caravan was about to set off. It was unlikely that they would head out under the worst of the sun, which meant that the two guards who’d been chased off still had some free time until sunset.
Einen, sticking his staff into the sand, closed his eyes and then sharply opened them wide. His violet eyes flashed with a bright light, and instead of one pupil, he now had two pupils per eye. His skin flickered with all the colors of the rainbow, and scaly armor covered it in some places. From his distant ancestor, Einen had inherited the gift of being able to call upon armor that was superior to sheikh Umar’s own. Indeed, his Inheritance would rightfully be considered a trump card, one that shouldn’t be used frivolously.
“First, try using your best attack without the Call,” Einen suggested.
He pulled his weapon out of the sand and assumed a defensive stance. The shadows around him soared upward, taking the shape of an ape seemingly hugging him and covering him with its body. Through the veil of darkness, the flickering of his now scaly skin looked beautiful.
Hadjar, unsheathing Mountain Wind, made a test swing. While his tattoo was silent, he didn’t feel a change. This blade suited him much better than his previous one had. Caused by just a simple swing, barely noticeable cuts had appeared along the sand. This would’ve delighted a practitioner who knew the Way of the Sword, and even made a cultivator pause.
Harnessing his internal black sword, Hadjar used a simplified version of the ‘Spring Wind’ stance. A cheerful wind whirled around him. It played with the sand, shaping it into miniature tornadoes. Holding his blade in front of him, Hadjar imagined a leaf falling on Einen’s chest.
“Falling Leaf!” Hadjar cried out, swinging his blade down sharply.
The stream of wind that soared out of his blade turned into a dragon’s maw. The attack left behind a light blue trail as it rushed at Einen’s defense. After leaving behind a deep cut along the ape’s hands, it melted into the darkness. Einen swayed, but resisted the force of the blow. Not a single cut could be seen on his body, only drops of sweat that ran down his high forehead.
Hadjar realized that if they‘d been having a serious fight, the islander would’ve easily deflected his strike. Not because he was stronger, but because he had mastery over his trump card.
“Now use the Call,” the islander’s voice had changed slightly. The echoes of a fish splashing in the water could be heard in it. It was a fairly creepy difference. “Do everything like we practiced and try not to lose consciousness.”
“That only happened once,” Hadjar waved it off.
Einen half-smiled in response, as he was clearly provoking him. Nevertheless, this was a huge deal because, for the first time ever, Hadjar was about to use his Call together with his Techniques.
Hadjar focused on the tattoo on the left side of his chest. He ‘brought’ a stream of energy to it and it flared up. A slightly ragged, shabby cloak comprised of black and blue fog appeared across Hadjar’s shoulders. The exact same kind of fog that occasionally seemed to exude from Mountain Wind.
Hadjar didn’t know this, but Einen was always a bit wary when Hadjar accessed his Call. There was a hierarchy among the Inheritors, something the islander wasn’t going to tell his companion about. He had too many painful memories about it...
On the islands, where the Call was a common occurrence, everyone was well aware of these levels. If the body of an Inheritor changed when they used their Call, then they were at the lowest level. The weakest of the Calls gave someone a short-term increase in any ability or their physical prowess. In Einen’s case, the Call made his skin unusually strong for his level of cultivation.
Next was the level where an Inheritor, while using their Call, received an external item, like, for example, ghostly armor. There were relatively few of these kinds of Inheritors and their Call’s power was many times greater than their less fortunate fellow inheritors’ was.
The third, and last, level was when an Inheritor received a special weapon. Einen had only heard about that level and had never seen it with his own eyes.
Why hadn’t he told the northerner about all of this? Purely because he couldn’t determine which category his friend belonged to. The cloak of fog on his shoulders clearly identified him as being at the second level. However, the black haze around his blade... maybe that’s what the third level looked like? This barbarian was full of surprises. Something unusual was constantly happening around him.
Hadjar was lost in the sensations of his Call. Like never before, he clearly felt the currents of wind around him. They looked like never-ending streams between which empty space sometimes appeared. While training, Hadjar had found out that he could move much faster than normal in this space.
That was what he did now. After waiting for a gap between the wind currents to appear, Hadjar stepped into it. To an outsider, it would’ve looked like Hadjar had turned into black smoke and then disappeared from one place to reappear in another. Crossing more than ten yards in a single instant, he moved behind Einen. The islander, despite the sheer speed of Hadjar’s attack, managed to glimpse his opponent’s silhouette and several of his movements.
Using all his energy, the islander strengthened his defenses as much as possible. He didn’t intend to counterattack, only withstand Hadjar’s strongest blow. Einen was sure that they were equally powerful.
Hadjar, surrounded by streams of blue wind, put in practice what he’d tested during his battle against his inner dragon. Taking the black sword that resided within him, he didn’t simply attach it to his real blade, but instead placed it inside his sword.
A moment ago, wisps of black fog had only occasionally come off the blade of Mountain Wind, but now the dark fog was oozing from its cutting edge.
With a powerful roar, Hadjar, imagining a leaf landing on Einen’s back, slashed his sword upward. His blade moved at such a speed that it cut through the flows of wind. They broke off, raging and kicking up clouds of sand dust. Behind the sword came a dark trail, inside which the barely noticeable silhouette of a dragon seemed to pace restlessly.
The blow struck Einen’s shadows, just as planned. Pliable and resilient, they softened the roaring energy up, but, to both of the practitioners’ surprise, couldn’t completely stop it. The attack, after getting past Einen’s defenses, now at almost half power, nevertheless kept coming toward the back of the islander’s head.
Hadjar didn’t have time to redirect his sword or cancel the Technique as there was too much speed and energy behind the attack.
Feeling the icy fingers of death squeezing his heart, Einen turned on his heel. His scales flashed with rainbow colors and his spear-staff leapt up. When it met the sword, there was an explosion of such force that both fighters were thrown ten feet in different directions. They landed in the sand, breathing heavily.
The black cloak disappeared from Hadjar’s shoulders, and Mountain Wind once again looked like a normal blade. An unpleasant, purple bruise was spreading across Einen’s back — the echo of the attack had been enough to cause that much damage. But still, the islander was intact. Except his skin wasn’t flickering anymore.
“What tribe did you say your Ancestor Beast was from again?” Einen asked, panting.
They were still lying in the sand, unable to move.
“The Dark Storm tribe,” Hadjar answered.
“I’ve never heard of it,” Einen shook his head. “That tribe wasn’t in the List of Monsters, even though it’s almost three hundred thousand years old.”
Hadjar didn’t reply. He knew that back when his Master’s tribe had been exterminated, the islands hadn’t existed yet and there hadn’t been a sea there. Ironically, it had once been a vast desert.
After resting up, they both began their daily meditation, and by nightfall, they were picked up by Kharad’s squad. That’s how they returned to the caravan. It kept travelling deeper into the Sea of Sand.
The wind played with Hadjar’s amulets. Now he could hear it a little more clearly. It was as if the mark that the Sword Spirit had left on his back now had less power over Hadjar’s essence.
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 “Hadjar! Hadjar!” The little girl running around him screeched.
Serra, like any other little girl, could both miss someone and get tired of them rather quickly. However, she never seemed to get tired of Hadjar.
He hadn’t seen her on the first night of their return to the caravan. Then, after she’d learned that her beloved guard had returned, Serra had immediately rushed over to Hadjar.
Her father, Zurkh, looked at this happening with a stern frown, but didn’t comment. He would just rest his hand on the hilt of his heavy broadsword when his gaze would meet Hadjar’s.
“And what can I do for the most beautiful girl in the caravan?” Hadjar smiled.
Leaning down, he lifted the laughing Serra up by her armpits and put her on his shoulders. The girl weighed little, even by a mortal’s standards, so, to a practitioner, she was like a feather.
“Is it true that you fought in a war?”
Hadjar stumbled but didn’t drop his little passenger.
“Yes, my star.”
“Did you kill many enemies?”
“All of them,” Hadjar smiled. “Every last one, your highness.”
The girl laughed and asked him to put her back down. Hadjar immediately obeyed, and then bowed deeply. At that moment, his eyes met Serra’s. Hadjar’s heart nearly stopped. Her normally lively, child’s eyes had clouded over, as if Serra had fallen asleep, and ‘something’ indescribable had woken up inside her.
The girl’s warm, tiny hand touched Hadjar’s cheek. It looked so alien and unnatural that he almost staggered back.
“Take this gift in return, Hadjar,” Serra’s voice sounded wooden, lifeless. “In the Sea of Sand, it isn’t customary to receive gifts without giving gifts in turn.”
The girl rummaged around in the folds of her caftan and pulled out a small, pink pebble. It was a simple, smooth river pebble, but not a jewel. And yet, Hadjar sensed that, in addition to the fairy’s body and tears that he held in his wallet, this was now his most valuable property. Either Hadjar’s intuition was wrong, or Serra and her father weren’t actually who they pretended to be.
“Don’t refuse my gift, Hadjar,” the girl smiled slightly. “Let me experience the joy of someone being grateful to me.”
A chill ran down his back. How often did one hear such words coming from a little kid? Hesitating, Hadjar accepted the gift. The girl’s eyes became normal again, she kissed him on the cheek, and then disappeared among the numerous caravan carts. The rest of the children were waiting for her, always eager to have new adventures. They were guarded vigilantly, but from a distance.
Hadjar, watching Serra, toyed with the stone in his hands. It warmed his skin slightly, as if it were exuding some kind of energy. With the help of light meditation, he could see the World River and all the currents of energy around him, but the stone looked like a simple trinket when he observed it.
There was a light breath.
“If I were you, I’d hide that, Northerner,” Einen advised.
Appearing out of the shadows, he stood next to Hadjar. Nearby, the wooden springs of the many carts were creaking. The caravan had left Kurkhadan behind long ago and was now cutting through the crests of the dunes, going only Rahaim knew where. At night, when no one could see him, Hadjar sometimes checked the map he’d obtained during the battle.
“Have you been watching Zurkh?” Hadjar asked.
The islander looked around, making sure no one was listening to their conversation, and then answered in his native language.
“Yes, Northerner. I’ve seen nothing suspicious. He’s an ordinary traveler, except for the fact that he watches his daughter too closely.”
“He’s probably worried about her.”
Einen shook his head.
“I don’t know how to explain it to you, Northerner. When an ordinary person worries about their child, they look after them. Zurkh watches her like Rahaim watches the caravan.”
Hadjar didn’t quite grasp the difference between these examples. Apparently, this lack of understanding was reflected in his expression, as Einen sighed and continued: “Parents look after their children. Rahaim keeps an eye on his property. Zurkh is doing that too. The girl is property to him. Like a valuable object.”
At that very moment, Zurkh, adjusting his turban, called back his daughter because she had moved too far away. After apologizing to her friends, she immediately rushed over to her father. Along the way, she waved to Hadjar, and then hid in her father’s stagecoach.
Only then did Hadjar notice the slight strangeness of such a scene. He wondered if most small, eccentric, wayward children often obeyed their parents so easily. Moreover, Serra’s behavior didn’t look like simple obedience, but complete submission. Hadjar shook his head, driving away such thoughts.
Of course, Einen was rather paranoid. They’d been travelling with the caravan for almost five months now. In all that time, neither Zurkh nor Serra had aroused any suspicion. However, the islander’s words and the stone he’d just gotten...
Hadjar’s stream of thought was interrupted by Kharad, who was sitting on his Desert Raven. The eerie, overgrown chicken annoyed Hadjar with its sharp beak and claws. After the battle, Kharad had taken a bit to recover — he’d lost his right ear and two toes on his right foot. He’d been hit by the archers or something like that.
“Northerner, Rahaim wants to see you.”
Hadjar exchanged a glance with Einen.
“You can take the bald guy too,” Kharad added and, turning around, spurred his mount toward the front of the caravan.
Without saying a word, both Hadjar and Einen checked whether their sandals were properly tied and whether they had enough water. With these caravaneers, they never knew when they might have to flee.
They followed the chief of the scouts, running after him. He, as usual, didn’t care whether they kept up with him or not. He rushed past stagecoaches and carts, squinting at the guards stationed there. They reciprocated. Few people loved Kharad, and Hadjar could understand why.
Shakh and Ilmena soon joined them. As usual, they were arguing. Even while they ran, they managed to exchange caustic remarks. After visiting the sheikh’s ‘paradise’, Shakh’s ardor had faded away, giving way to hatred and rejection.
The lead stagecoach of the caravan looked the same as before: a massive wagon on twelve wheels, white cloth serving as its walls, and folding stairs leading up to the door.
Climbing inside, Hadjar glanced around at the familiar sight. He was once again attending a war council, he was sure of it. Rahaim was sitting on some pillows behind the map. The old man kept asking more and more questions.
Shakar sat near him. Only four months had passed since they’d first met, but Hadjar was sure that he would now be able to defeat him. Shakh, having given up on Ilmena, sat down next to his relative. There were other people there as well, men and women Hadjar didn’t know.
“Hello, Hadjar Darkhan,” Rahaim greeted him, gesturing at the free pillows lying around in an invitation for him to take a seat.
When Einen and Hadjar sat down, the caravan’s owner continued. “I see that your time hasn’t been spent in vain, Northern General. You’ve become stronger and... More integrated.”
Hadjar noticed the quick glance the old man threw at his tattoo, which was hidden by his caftan. How did the old man even know about that? Bah! Only demons could understand a Peak Heaven Soldier who stood on the edge of becoming a Spirit Knight.
“May the Evening Stars illuminate your path, Honorable Rahaim,” Hadjar bowed his head. “May I ask why you summoned me here?”
There was only utter silence in the stagecoach. Einen’s and Hadjar’s hands rested near their weapons. Just like the hands of everyone else present.
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The tense atmosphere lasted until Rahaim, smiling broadly, moved his hand away from his weapon. The other warriors followed his example. The last to reign in their energy and put their hands on their knees were Einen and Hadjar.
“I understand why you distrust us, honorable Hadjar and Einen,” Rahaim nodded. Despite everything, he was always courteous, even to those who had a lower rank than him and weren’t even close to his level of power. “But you must understand us as well. No one reveals their secrets to random strangers.”
After thinking about it a little, Hadjar nodded. He couldn’t blame the caravaneers for being cautious. He had also hidden a lot from his friends... The old man’s actions seemed quite logical, to be honest.
“What made you change your mind, honorable Rahaim?”
The old man’s gaze met Hadjar’s. Like last time, it was difficult to find even a shred of emotion in the older man’s eyes. It was like peering into a calm lake in an attempt to glimpse the future in the water.
Hadjar couldn’t imagine how many millennia this ‘harmless’ old man had spent traversing the vast Sea of Sand. The most terrifying fact was that he was still alive. Despite the presence of entities and people far more powerful than him, Rahaim had kept going and silently prospered. As Hadjar had learned during his adventures, the most dangerous people weren’t the ones who shouted loudly, but those who stayed silent. Rahaim was one of them. By the Evening Stars, the old man was more dangerous than even sheikh Umar had been, Hadjar was sure of it...
“A lot of things, Northerner,” Rahaim answered evasively. He adjusted his caftan, tightening his belt. Like every other old man, he was feeling cold, even in the desert. “Both you and the honorable Einen have served the caravan with exemplary dedication. You’re stronger than most of the guards and, possibly, equal to Shakar...”
The chief of security had enough self-respect to agree with this statement, but not his nephew. Shakh touched the hilt of his daggers, which caused tension to fill the stagecoach once more. Only his uncle’s strict look stopped the boy from doing something monumentally stupid.
“...The battle against the bandits in the Sandstone Gorge,” Rahaim continued, pretending he hadn’t noticed Shakh’s display. Hadjar was certain he had, but was being diplomatic. “The fact that you decided to help the captives who’d been strangers to you, but close to our own sun. I was moved by your actions then. And one more thing — the Bedouin spirits gave you a Name. Finally, you and Einen fought extraordinarily well during the battle for Kurkhadan. These four months have shown that you can be trusted-”
“Honorable Rahaim!” A man wearing a black caftan stood up. Hadjar had seen him only twice before and he’d been surprised by the color both times. Usually, desert dwellers preferred wearing lighter colors that helped deflect the sun. “Once again, I ask that you reconsider. I’m not so sure that these strangers need to know about the purpose of our campaign. They could be Sankesh’s spies!”
A wave of approving whispers came from those present. Nobody wanted to risk their lives by letting the strangers in on the secret.
“It seems to me, honorable Arukh, that we have no other choice,” Rahaim replied, sighing sadly. “Or do you know another Named One that we can trust?”
“As you wish, Rahaim, I won’t argue any further, but I’m against it,” the man bowed low, saluted in the local manner and, after giving the two outsiders a suspicious look, left the stagecoach. After his departure, it became easier to breathe. What a strange, creepy man!
“Pay no attention to Arukh,” Rahaim said immediately. His thick, gray hair fell across his narrow shoulders. He looked more like a sage than a caravaneer. “He means you no harm, he’s only worried about the success of our mission.”
“Rahaim,” Einen spoke suddenly. “We would still like to know what that mission is.”
The old man nodded at the islander and smiled slightly. He turned to Hadjar and tilted his head curiously, wondering if he’d figure it out.
“Are you serious?” Hadjar asked once he guessed it.
“That’s right, Northerner,” Rahaim nodded. “We’re moving toward Mage City.”
Curses in different languages flooded the stagecoach. Shakh and Ilmena remembered their ancestors. Einen said something about the Great Turtle and Hadjar used Nero’s favorite phrase, which his friend had used when talking about sour wine, something he’d hated as much as women who were inept in bed.
“But that’s just a myth!” Ilmena shouted. “A bedtime story that mothers tell their children!”
“No, my dear Ilmena,” Shakar objected wearily. “It isn’t a myth. It’s an incredibly old tale. There are no people alive who still remember the splendor of that city, but it’s real.”
“We might as well also chase after the Seventh Heaven map,” Shakh snorted, “since, hey, if Mage City isn’t a fairytale, the map must be real, too.”
Hadjar’s head snapped up. He knew for certain that the gods weren’t made up. The body of their messenger still lay in his wallet, which was compelling evidence.
“And yet, we know for sure that this city exists,” steel could be heard in Rahaim’s voice. “I can’t tell you everything, but this information is as reliable as my own sword.”
This expression invited anyone who still had doubts to test that very sword’s reliability for themselves.
“Let me clarify something,” Hadjar said while scratching his nose. “Are we travelling to a mythical city instead of the Empire?”
“No, honorable Hadjar. We’ll still go to the Empire, we’re just taking a longer route.”
“Why would we risk it?” Hadjar nodded at himself and Einen.
Suddenly, an almost childish excitement flashed in Rahaim’s calm eyes.
“For countless riches,” he began to list, ‘”artifacts of unprecedented power, vast and ancient troves of knowledge. But, most importantly, according to the legends, for an elixir. An elixir the gods are said to drink once every millennium, during their Feast of the Cherry Moon.”
“And what does this elixir do?” Hadjar asked.
Everyone turned to Hadjar and looked at him like he was the dirtiest and most uncouth barbarian to ever exist.
“It turns you into a god,” they all responded.
Hadjar’s heart skipped a beat, and the playful wind brought a distant echo of the words “Silly General”.
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 “A god?” Hadjar asked. “That’s impossible. I’m ready to believe in the existence of an ancient Mage City and the secret Techniques that can be found there. It sounds believable, but an elixir that turns people into gods...”
“Barbarian,” they chorused once more.
Hadjar was used to such dismissive remarks. He knew that Lidus had no real knowledge about the history of the world or the path of cultivation. In Balium, ‘The Black Gates’ sect, whose library had been recklessly burned down by the Moon soldiers during the battle, had controlled all the knowledge. They had never really had a chance to learn much about either subject.
“What do you know about the Seventh Heaven, Northerner?” Rahaim asked the question in a quiet, calm voice. It easily drowned out the mocking whispers. Upon hearing the question, Hadjar froze. He’d collected his information about the realm of the gods bit by bit. He’d listened attentively to even the most delusional and incredible tales and legends. He’d figured it was the only way he could hope to find the Jasper Emperor and make him pay for his mistakes.
“According to the legends, the gods live there,” Hadjar began. He understood that, even if he told them absolutely everything he knew about the Seventh Heaven, those present would only snort contemptuously at him. “Their Magistrate is located there, and it’s where the book in which the fate of the world is recorded is stored. I’ve heard that amazing fruits and flowers grow in their gardens. A single seed is enough to make a lake of the tastiest wine imaginable.”
Rahaim and the others nodded.
“Have you heard the legend of the Flower Feast, which the gods arrange once every thousand years?” The old man asked patiently.
Hadjar honestly admitted that he hadn’t heard about it before. More than anyone else, Ilmena was surprised to hear that, as she was sure that any self-respecting mother would’ve told her child this tale at bedtime.
In Lidus, children, especially boys, were told another tale as ancient as the world, a horror story about the Black General. Hadjar had never really liked that story because the main character died a very tragic and stupid death.
“Then I will have to be a storyteller for a little while,” Rahaim smiled and moved a hookah closer to himself. Taking the pipe, he inhaled deeply, then exhaled a cloud of thick, fragrant smoke and began his story. Despite the fact that the others had already heard this tale, they still listened to him attentively.
“The legend begins in a faraway and, surprisingly, very ordinary land. Its name was erased from memory and chronicles since the characters in it lived so long ago that ravines have turned into mountains since then, rivers — into forests, lakes — into mountain ranges, and plains — into oceans.
The world has truly changed a lot since then. It is always shifting and expanding. However, people still remembered the ancient tragedy. Sometimes, it was even performed on the stages of the imperial theaters. A variety of interpretations were either met with applause or booed off the stage.
It all started in the house of an ordinary peasant, back when people didn’t know about gunpowder and couldn’t tame animals. So, it must’ve happened millions of years ago.
As soon as a newborn boy let out his first cry, his parents realized that he would never be anything special. The boy grew up to be quite an ordinary child: average height, average physique, and even an average talent for cultivation. His appearance was pleasant, but not handsome. The girls were never crazy about him, although they liked him. Or maybe not. Maybe the boy grew up to be handsome, easily breaking many a girl’s heart-”
“Rahaim,” Ilmena interjected. “That version of the story is for girls only.”
“Well, yes,” the old man smiled a little cheekily. “I apologize. He wasn’t handsome. Anyway…
The boy grew up like everyone else. He got his fair share of broken bones and bruises from fights and got his heart broken several times during celebrations. He didn’t serve in the army of the local baron. There was no need for extra swords and spears as times were peaceful. The millennia of endless struggle for power hadn’t come yet. Few practitioners walked around the world and legends were made up about them. True cultivators were equated with gods, and nobody knew that the real gods were idly watching what was happening in the world.
One day, the young man packed a bag and kissed his mother goodbye, setting off on a journey.
At that moment, one of the gods was looking into the Mirror of Truth — an artifact that allowed him to observe any person, no matter where they were, no matter what spells or Techniques hid them.
Derger, the God of War, was bored. Observing the endless expanses of the world wasn’t helping him stave off his boredom. Suddenly, the rapidly shifting scenes in the Mirror froze, and the great god, who had fought against unthinkable monsters before the first people had even appeared, whooped in admiration.
In a small town on the outskirts of a small country, a girl had been born. She had been born and let loose her first cry at the same time as the young man who had left his home earlier in the story. Some versions claim they were born in the same second. As soon as she’d screamed, her father and mother, the rulers of the town, had immediately realized that they would have an amazing daughter. And so it was...
She grew up in luxury, but her heart didn’t become callous, nor was she spoiled. She preferred simple dresses to beautiful and expensive outfits. She sometimes even sewed them herself. Her old nanny had taught her how to do so as she’d looked after the girl. At the age of ten, they changed their roles. Now the girl looked after the nanny, and the old woman taught the girl. Of course, they kept this a secret from the girl’s parents, as they wouldn’t have enjoyed paying for just that. The girl’s heart was softer than the first snows and warmer than a ray of sunshine in the summer. She always addressed the nanny as ‘Granny’ and nothing else.
Granny taught her how to dance, nothing vulgar or unrestrained, but how to just enjoy life and music. Through dance, the girl learned to love life in all its forms. She would just laugh when she hurt her knees while running with her friends. She smiled at street musicians and always threw several coins into their hats.
The girl became a young woman, so beautiful that her smile could stop any war and her sad sighs could incite a bloody battle. However, she didn’t break a single heart. She loved everyone and everything around her, radiating happiness and a true, honest appreciation for them.
Flowers bloomed in her presence, birds landed as close as they could to sing their best songs, and animals rubbed against her hands and feet. At the age of sixteen, she continued to wear simple dresses, dance, and laugh merrily.
Derger, whose hands were so bloody that the stain was already reaching his heart, felt something burning on his cheeks for the first time ever. He touched them and found tears on his fingers. A couple of drops fell on the Mirror of Truth, turning into rain over the young man who was walking into the girl’s town.”
“Undoubtedly, honorable Rahaim,” Hadjar bowed slightly. “I haven’t listened to a storyteller more skilled than you, but I still don’t understand how this all relates to the Flower Feast and the elixir.”
The old man breathed out a cloud of smoke.
“Young people... You’re always in such a hurry... Listen carefully, Northerner, and you’ll find out. All in good time. There is plenty of time for you to listen to me. Moreover, there’s time for suffering as well. You’ll hear about suffering soon enough.”
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 “When the young man reached the town gates, he immediately faced a harsh reality. Back in his village, he’d been treated like a native. Sometimes, he had fought and quarreled with others, but in a ‘family-like’ way. Here, the guards demanded an inconceivably large entry fee. They clearly didn’t mind robbing a naive simpleton and laughed in his face.
The young man didn’t argue with them, as he couldn’t argue with tall men in armor and wielding weapons. The choice was very simple: either he would part with all the money he’d earned doing hard labor in the fields and at the mill, or return to his village. Soon enough, the young man entered the town without any money, but with a proud smile on his face. He’d easily overcome the first obstacle he’d encountered and now the future seemed bright to him.”
“Bright?” Einen repeated quietly. “In our version of the story, they broke his legs and threw him in a ditch.”
Rahaim shrugged, “The stories on the islands are always retold through the prism of the thousands of travelers walking through your lands... or rather, waters.”
After answering the islander, the old man continued. “Wearing only simple bast shoes, a patched shirt, and with a bag over his shoulder, the young man went to visit the best potter in town. Luckily for him, the young man’s father had helped this artisan a long time ago. He, without much enthusiasm, accepted the young man as an apprentice as a way to pay off his debt.
Six months later, he’d changed his tune. Now the young man was a welcome guest in his house, slept in the attic, and even had breakfast with his master. No other apprentice had been granted such an honor. Even though the young man didn’t have any special talents and didn’t look like much, his hands were golden. Clay and the potter’s wheel were like siblings to him.
The items coming out from under his fingers were soon famous throughout the town. No one knew that the young man was the one who made them, everyone just thought that the master had finally advanced to the next stage in his craft.
The potter didn’t have any sons, only two daughters, who, like their father, soon considered the young man their kin. He spent all his time in the workshop. His soul sang and blossomed as he’d finally found a craft that made him feel pride at his work and that he loved doing.
Through a small window looking out at the pavement outside, he sometimes looked at the town fairs. On rare occasions, he would pause his work and look at the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Her simple dresses seemed to sway in an invisible breeze. Her dark, thick hair floated through the air as if through water. Her clear, emerald-green eyes were like a fire that he was drawn to with the intensity of a moth.
The young man had heard that a girl of unprecedented beauty lived in this town, but had never searched for her. He knew that someone like her would never look at someone like him. He didn’t need her anyway, only the one who danced at the town fairs and whose eyes had captured him.
A year and a half passed. One bright spring day, when even the eternally free wind could fall in love, someone knocked on the door of the workshop. The young woman stood in the doorway wearing a simple dress, barefoot, and with a basket in her hands. The artisan wasn’t there, he’d left to go the market. So, the young man opened the door and froze like-“
“Like someone listening to this story,” Rahaim almost laughed, looking at Hadjar’s face.
“Please continue, honorable Rahaim,” Hadjar nodded encouragingly. He felt like it was vital for him to hear the end of this story.
“In that moment, the young man realized that he could no longer live without those green eyes. The girl realized that she could no longer live without those hands, which were so strong and gentle all at once.
She ordered a simple jug, thinking that he was an ordinary potter. The young man worked on her order for a week, without sleep and rest, not feeling any fatigue. He made a jug that even royals would’ve been honored to own. He carefully wrapped it in some rags, hid it in his shoulder bag, and rushed to see the girl.
He didn’t know that she was the daughter of the town’s rulers. When he reached her family’s magnificent house, he didn’t hesitate. Jumping over the fence, he met watchdogs along the way, but they just licked his hands and poked their noses into his legs.
Flowers bloomed under the young man’s feet, and birds landed closer to sing their songs. His heart was burning, aflame with spring love.”
“In our version, it’s not his heart that’s hot,” Einen whispered in Hadjar’s ear.
“Climbing up the ivy that encircled the walls of the house, the young man couldn’t think about anything but those deep, green eyes. Alas, at that moment, Derger was watching his beloved mortal. He easily saw the red thread of fate that bound the lovers. Created by the god’s anger and rage, a storm began in the mortal realm. A flash of lightning blinded the young man for a moment. With a cry, he fell to the ground, breaking both the jug and his back.
The girl didn’t hear his scream because of the thunder, but still felt like something was wrong. She ran down to the garden and saw the wounded young man.
Nobody knew how she dragged him into her house, carried him up to her room, and nursed him for a week. Why didn’t her parents find out about him? Why didn’t Derger do anything?”
“He will do something…” Shakh sighed.
“When all these secrets came to light, the girl’s parents learned about the commoner with whom their daughter had shared a bed. There was a scandal, and he was exiled.
The young man put on his simple bast shoes, canvas pants, and shirt. He thanked his master and his daughters, took his tools, some money, and hit the road. His broken heart seemed to be constantly crying out.
Leaving the town walls behind, he turned to cast a farewell glance at it, but met deep, green eyes instead.
The girl said goodbye to the nanny who had taken care of her and then hugged her lover. Together, they traveled far away from the village and the town. They built a house in the forest, where they lived for several years. She looked after cows and chickens. He made pots, jugs, and utensils and sold them to the occasional buyers that came from the surrounding villages.
Despite their humble life, they were happy.
Derger, watching his beloved, saw her magnificent posture get replaced by lowered shoulders and calluses appear on her tender hands. She rarely danced, preferring to sit still, hugging the simple potter.
The God of War couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t endure seeing her like this.
He harnessed his war chariot drawn by a dozen winged fire dogs. The lashes of his whip were like thunder and the dogs’ howling was like a storm; sparks flew from the wheels of the chariot like lightning bolts.
Defying the Jasper Emperor’s ban, Derger descended from the Heaven. He took the girl of unprecedented beauty back with him. What could the simple potter do? Nothing. He screamed and cried. When his tears ran out, he cried blood. When his blood ran out, his very soul followed after it. When it too disappeared, he cried an inky, dark substance that was too horrific to describe.
Nobody knows what happened to the young man. Maybe he died, or he went to look for power capable of killing a god, or perhaps he sold his soul to the Emperor of Demons.
The girl didn’t, couldn’t love Derger. He, realizing that she would never love him back, turned the most beautiful of women into the most beautiful of statues with a wave of his hand. It still stands in his palace to this day, and he sometimes talks to it, reminding her of her lover. He likes to watch her suffer and shed tears.”
“And what does all of this have to do with the elixir and the Flower Feast, anyway?” Hadjar asked.
“There should always be balance in the world, Northerner,” Rahaim put down his hookah. “Derger disobeyed the Jasper Emperor’s order and that gave another goddess the right to intervene. The Goddess of Love, using the Jasper Emperor’s power and the flowers from his garden, brews the elixir capable of turning the person who drinks it into a god. She does so because only a god can break the chains of Derger’s spell and free the girl. Once in a millennium, she throws the Flower Feast, expecting the simple potter to come and attend it.”
Realizing that this was the end of the story, Hadjar just shook his head. Had his instincts failed him and had everything he’d just heard been merely a tale for naive children?
Suddenly, the wind whispered “Silly General”. That made him reconsider.
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 “Well, let’s presume,” Hadjar nodded, “that this elixir really exists. I would wager there isn’t enough for everyone.”
Rahaim immediately tensed. The storyteller disappeared, turning into the experienced Heaven Soldier who had managed to outlast fighters that had been many times stronger than him. For thousands of years, the merciless sun of the Sea of Sand had been caressing his skin, and yet he still hadn’t visited his forefathers’ house.
“You’re right, Northerner,” the caravaneer looked like a desert wolf ready to pounce. This used to be something that terrified Hadjar, but now his chest had the mark of the Dark Storm tribe on it. “I hope you and the honorable Einen don’t end up having unwelcome ideas and plans.”
The old man took out a crystal, faceted bowl from his pocket, covered with a lid and sealed with luminous hieroglyphs. Black liquid sloshed around inside it. Hadjar had already seen this kind of liquid, and so, after grabbing his blade, he jumped to his feet and staggered back. The rest of the warriors present bared their weapons. Multicolored vortexes of energy spun in the stagecoach. The practitioners walking around outside recoiled — they could hardly breathe because of the concentration of power bearing down on them.
Hadjar pointed his sword at the desert dwellers. Einen stood nearby, shoulder to shoulder with him, armed with his spear-staff.
“Calm down,” Rahaim’s eyes flashed.
Hadjar felt something strange. It was as if a thin needle had been pushed into his heart and someone had gotten it through a certain point on his body almost painlessly. He felt a terrible weakness in his arms and legs. Shocked at what was going on, Hadjar collapsed to the floor, and his sword thundered as it struck the boards of the stagecoach. Einen’s staff rolled to a stop beside it. The rest of the warriors also fell.
In the end, out of all those present, only Rahaim remained able to speak and use energy. Whitish strands emanated from him, piercing everyone’s chest. Although he was just a ‘simple’ Heaven Soldier at the Peak stage, sheikh Umar and the bandits’ leader looked like small children compared to him. Raw power wasn’t the most important strength in this world. Over the course of thousands of years, Rahaim must’ve gained a lot of experience and knew secrets and Techniques so potent that he was much more powerful than a Spirit Knight was at the Initial stage.
“I hope that we can all continue our friendly conversation,” an undisguised order could be heard in the caravaneer’s voice. By the Evening Stars, no one wanted to argue with him.
The whitish strands disappeared and Hadjar eagerly breathed in the dry air just to check if he could control his body once again.
He carefully sheathed  Mountain Wind. Hadjar wasn’t afraid of Rahaim, as it was fairly useless to be afraid of someone who, with a single thought, could incapacitate twenty-five warriors, six of which were equal in power to true cultivators at the initial stage and one who was an actual adept.
“Honorable Rahaim,” Kharad bowed his head, “you are, as always, powerful and wise.”
“Please forgive me for my thoughtless outburst,” Shakar, pressing his nephew down to the floor, also touched the boards with his forehead. Apparently, they weren’t just a boss and employee.
“Nonsense,” Rahaim shrugged.
Einen looked at his friend questioningly. The islander couldn’t understand why the hot-tempered barbarian had reacted so violently.
“Where did you get... that?” Hadjar asked, pointing at the bowl.
“Once upon a time, I visited the northern lands, Hadjar,” Rahaim answered, concealing the poison of ‘The Black Gates’ sect in the folds of his caftan once more. “These 120 drops of Black Smoke cost me a fair sum.”
Goosebumps ran up and down Hadjar’s back. He remembered quite well what one drop had done to his friend and brother, Nero. He remembered perfectly how the Spirit Knight, Raven Wing, had received only ten drops, which, according to the Patriarch of the sect, were capable of poisoning a whole city the size of the capital of Lidus.
What would happen if the old man utilized so much poison? It would easily cover a territory equal to a full barony or a county. It would easily end anyone who was at a lower level than Spirit Knight. Even a Knight, if they didn’t use some form of medicine, would have to lay in bed for a month at least.
The Patriarch hadn’t been a talented fighter, but he had been an excellent alchemist. Fortunately, he had known only a few powerful recipes, otherwise, the neural network wouldn’t have been able to help Hadjar eke out a victory. A poisoned dagger or mighty sword was an ever popular choice for warriors.
“This is my insurance against… superfluous ideas,” Rahaim added, gesturing to a pendant on his neck. Hadjar recognized the antidote for the poison. The same one he’d spent a year with the Shadow of the Immortal to earn. “Everyone present, except for the two of you, have already agreed to give me the elixir. Now it’s your turn...”
Hadjar looked into Rahaim’s calm, gray eyes. For thousands of years, he hadn’t been able to take that crucial step forward and cross the line separating a Heaven Soldier from a Spirit Knight. The older one got, the more difficult each subsequent step on the path of cultivation became. Rahaim was already at the very end of his road. He could see the light in the windows of his ancestral house. The old man was dying... If, somewhere in the near future, he couldn’t reach the next level of cultivation, his body would die. So, to Rahaim, the elixir meant more than divinity, it was his only chance to escape death’s embrace.
Judging by how carefully Kharad and Shakar were guarding their possible escape route, the old man didn’t want to take any risks. He wouldn’t have normally told Hadjar about his plans, but it had become clear that they needed a Named One. Oddly enough, Hadjar still didn’t really understand why it was such a rarity to have a proper Name.
“Honorable Rahaim,” Einen, who also noticed the movement behind him, said to Rahaim. “My uncouth friend spoke poorly. We just wanted to know what we stand to gain from participating in your adventurous enterprise. There is only one elixir, but there are enough soldiers in Sankesh’s army to cover a thousand dunes.”
When it was required, the islander could be surprisingly eloquent. The years spent hashing out trade agreements had taught him well.
“The remaining treasures and secrets of Mage City don’t interest me,” Rahaim hid the antidote, glancing at Hadjar. “They will be divided according to all the proper customs between everyone who takes part in opening the city.”
It suddenly dawned on Hadjar. A hunch flashed through his mind, leaving behind an unpleasant feeling.
“How many people from the caravan will be participating in this... enterprise of yours?”
“About three hundred of them,” Rahaim’s lips twitched slightly, and a hint of mockery flashed in his eyes. “The rest are simple travelers. By the Evening Stars, I’ll bring them to the Empire, as stated in the contract, but nothing else.”
A contract which said that the trip might last an indefinite amount of time because of various circumstances. It was a fairly standard practice for caravans and travelers didn’t pay much attention to it. They were more concerned about their safety, not the fact that, instead of three years, the trip would take seven.
“As I see it,” Hadjar squinted at Rahaim’s whitish strands of energy and Shakar’s broadsword, “we don’t have much choice in the matter. So I agree.”
Einen simply nodded and crossed his arms over his chest.
“Then I won’t keep you any longer,” the old man sounded relieved. “You can return to your duties. We’ll get to Mage City in about a year.”
Hadjar and Einen left the stagecoach in silence, pondering what had just happened.
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Having waited for his turn, Hadjar accepted a bowl of fragrant chowder and a piece of bread and stepped aside. All of this happened on the go — the caravan was slightly behind schedule and therefore wasn’t stopping anytime soon. A cart with rows of huge barrels full of prepared food moved along slowly. The cooks poured the chowder into outstretched bowls. Some of the passengers climbed into their carts and ate the surprisingly tasty chowder in there. Others, such as Hadjar, ate without stopping. Nobody wanted to lag behind.
On this clear evening, the caravan looked like a small snake crawling along the crest of a shining, yellow wave of sand. Dunes and sand were everywhere: to the right and to the left, as well as under their feet. Above them was black velvet with multicolored precious stones scattered across its surface. That evening, by the Evening Stars, nothing could irritate Hadjar more than the damned sand. Annoyed to the point of anger, Hadjar even kicked it.
“I don’t think that the sand has wronged you, Northerner,” Einen said, emerging from the shadows while also holding a bowl in his hands. He ate in a strange manner: first, he drank the bouillon, and only then did he eat the meat, using only his hands. It was a custom from his homeland.
“Do you think I should go and kick Rahaim instead?” Hadjar snapped.
“That’s also not the brightest idea you’ve ever had,” Einen smiled slightly. His face looked the same as ever outwardly, but Hadjar had gotten used to identifying his emotions. “I still can’t understand what Technique he used.” Hadjar glanced at Einen curiously.
Children ran past them. Their parents shouted after them, warning them not to run with bowls in their hands. Of course, the little devils completely ignored them.
Behind them, several stagecoaches down, Serra sat quietly on the seat of her own coach. She was looking through a book and didn’t even glance at her peers as they played. Could an ordinary child truly do anything like that?
“Don’t look at her so intently, Northerner. People might get the wrong idea.”
Hadjar couldn’t discern if the islander was joking or actually warning him.
“Don’t presume that I know everything about the path of cultivation,” Einen chewed on the meat in his bowl as he spoke. Using two fingers, he kept fishing it out of the bowl and putting it into his mouth, constantly wiping his chin with the back of his hand. “Rahaim has lived as long as a Heaven Soldier can. Surely he has more knowledge than most, if not all, libraries.”
“What he did was creepy.”
His purple eyes flashed as Einen nodded.
“I’ve never experienced anything like that before, Northerner,” the islander whispered. “By the Great Turtle, it was unimaginably odd and potent. I would’ve never guessed that a group of strong practitioners can be so easily deprived of their power.”
Hadjar recalled a special poison that had been applied to the inner spikes of his slave collar. Apparently, Einen remembered the same thing, because for the next fifteen minutes, they walked in silence.
After finishing their meal, they wiped their bowls clean with sand and rags and then put them back into the light bags on their shoulders. All of the guards had these bags. They kept a day’s supply of water and provisions in them. Just in case.
“On the other hand, now we know exactly what Rahaim and his company have been hiding from us,” Hadjar said with a sigh. He always tried to find a silver lining in any situation.
“Do you really think so, Northerner?” Einen asked in his native language. “If Rahaim is really hunting for the elixir, then why did he tell everyone about it and reveal he had the poison? I’m sure he knew perfectly well that you’d encountered the poison before.”
Hadjar couldn’t argue with that. Rahaim knew about the past of all his guards, and the bards had even sung about how the Mad General had rescued his friend Nero.
“What did the old man do for so many days in Kurkhadan?” Einen continued. “I’ve carefully studied your map, Hadjar. We could’ve saved almost a month if we’d gone to another oasis instead of Kurkhadan.”
“Maybe they have no standing arrangements with that closer oasis.”
“On the contrary,” Einen shook his head. “Kurkhadan was the one they made a deal with at the very last moment.”
Hadjar looked at the islander. Realization struck him like a hammer...
“Kharad. He didn’t ride ahead to talk to the Bedouins, but to a messenger from Umar... Otherwise, we wouldn’t have found him and the leader of the Bedouin tribe in the midst of bargaining. They would’ve had enough time to conclude their talks before we arrived.”
“Exactly. We were dealing with the small fry while he solved all the issues with the sheikh.”
Hadjar sighed wearily and rubbed his nose. How easy war was compared to this. He knew his enemy in a war and what he wanted — to kill them. He could usually come up with a way to outmaneuver his opponents with honor and dignity... if it was possible. If not, he’d use arrogance and cunning.
Here, in the seemingly dead Sea of Sand, venomous snakes crawled over him constantly, and he wondered when they would poison him. Smiling like a drunken maniac, he had to happily keep piling more and more snakes on himself.
Ahead of them, Ilmena was arguing heatedly with Shakh about something. It was amazing just how true the principle of ‘the less you love a woman, the more she likes you’ worked here. As soon as the boy had stopped chasing the warrior, they’d swapped roles. Of course, Ilmena hadn’t instantly fallen in love with Shakh, but now she wasn’t ignoring him anymore, preferring to argue and spar with him instead. No one tried to intervene, they could figure it out for themselves. The only important thing was that their relationship wasn’t interfering with their work.
“Do you think that the security guard whose place she took was really injured in an ‘accident’?”
Einen didn’t respond. He most likely didn’t really want to look for the answer, and neither did Hadjar. If everything that had happened had been planned in advance, that would mean they weren’t just covering themselves in venomous snakes, but they were also standing waist deep in quicksand as they did so. Only a miracle could save them in that case.
“I really want a good fight right about now,” Hadjar sighed. “Some bandits, at least a few dozen of them, ideally.”
“Do you want to take out your anger on them?”
“My helplessness, to be completely honest.”
They heard feathers rustling and an unpleasant snort. Hadjar didn’t need to turn around to know it was Kharad. His Desert Raven always snorted in a special way that was as unpleasant as its owner’s own snorts.
“Dreams do indeed come true, barbarian,” Kharad sneered. “We’ve spotted a group of bandits, about three days’ journey to the southeast. There are about three thousand of them, maybe a little more. They’re moving toward us.”
“What do Rahaim and Shakar have to say about them?” Hadjar immediately perked up, completely ignoring the head scout’s tone and facial expression.
“They don’t want to change course. They say it’s time to drench the caravan in blood. At dawn, we’ll set up camp. You and Einen will be responsible for the left flank of our defenses.”
After relaying this information, Kharad tugged at the reins of his beast, turned it around, and sped off to bring the news to the rest of the guards.
“I don’t know, Northerner,” the islander’s purple eyes flashed, “if I should thank you for your prediction or challenge you to a duel.”
“Save your strength for the bandits.”
“That is, indeed, the wise thing to do,” Einen sighed. 
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The next day began oddly, somehow. After the passengers had been informed that bandits were approaching, Hadjar had expected them to panic or at least become anxious, accompanied by crying children and noncombatants, while everyone else would be eager to take up arms. But… Nothing happened. The people received the news with the serenity of a lazy tiger that had just been told that hunters had entered its forest. The tiger knew that there was still a lot of time before the hunt began and just kept resting calmly. The passengers of the caravan, after the siege at Kurkhadan, were just glad they’d had a few days to rest up. They didn’t care that this could turn into an extra month on the road.
All around the stagecoaches and carts, the people joked and laughed. The children scurried around the adults. They often made things worse more than they helped, but were so eager to make their own, albeit small, contribution to the common cause that no one had the heart to turn them away.
The older children removed springs from the wheels. The men then took off the wheels and stored them inside the stagecoaches lined up around a camp fortification. They didn’t form a circle, but rather a triangle of sorts. The huge lizards were being held behind these makeshift walls, and archers climbed into their saddles, checking the visibility from these living towers.
Kharad, along with his people, rushed around the caravan. They’d made a trap in the sand and then laid out some artifacts and other tools unknown to Hadjar.
In general, life in the caravan continued in full swing. The boys and girls had fun. They carried bags filled with sand on their shoulders and stacked them on the outside of the perimeter.
No matter how the battle ended, no one wanted to spend too much time afterward repairing things. Although the stagecoaches and carts were being used as fortifications, they were still cherished.
Among the caravaneers that answered to Rahaim, there was even a designated person who was responsible for erecting fortifications. He was a short man, middle-aged and at a middling stage of cultivation. Nevertheless, he handled his duties quite aptly.
Under his strict but patient leadership, by the end of the second day, the caravan had turned into a decent fortification. It was made of wood and covered with sandbags, even frail and plagued by some engineering errors, admittedly. But it was still an impressive fortification, all things considered... Hadjar was definitely impressed, anyway.
He also took part in the transformation of the caravan: he dragged boards around, drove stakes into the sand, and even helped hide barrels of water and boxes of provisions. They were hidden in a hole, under awnings and hastily erected covers. They had to stay safe, as any damage to them could cost the caravaneers their lives.
Now, along with Shakar and Kharad, Hadjar stood near a small map drawn directly on the sand.
“What does Sular report?” The chief of security asked, nodding toward the warrior who commanded a falcon.
That morning, the bird had left Sular’s forearm. It had then spent several hours soaring across the azure sky. When it returned, it was evident that several arrows had hit it. Sular rarely spoke to anyone besides Kharad and his feathered friend. Hadjar sometimes thought that the man and the bird were one entity.
“They have three thousand warriors on Desert Ravens,” Kharad drew arrows on the sand as he spoke. They denoted the bandits’ movements. The people listening to him wrapped their rugs and blankets tighter around themselves. A cold, west wind was blowing through, and the sun had already disappeared behind the dunes, plunging the Sea of Sand into dusk. “And about two hundred horsemen.”
“Horsemen?” Einen asked. “Are there actual horses in the desert? Or are you talking about-”
“No,” Kharad interrupted him. “They don’t have desert horses. We would certainly lose if they did.”
A desert horse was a monster with six or eight legs. It was faster than the wind and could easily jump over a wall twice as high as the one the caravaneers had built. Two hundred riders mounted on such beasts could easily burst inside, and then the battle would be lost. Not for the guards, who would be able to fend them off, but for the ordinary travelers. They would be little more than a bloody mess in just a few moments. They surely hadn’t paid good money for such a terrible death.
“But what are ordinary horses-”
“I don’t care about that, Einen,” Shakar interrupted the islander. “First, we’ll send them to their forefathers’ homes, and then we can find out where they got the damned horses.”
Hadjar glanced at Einen to signal that this wasn’t the best time to try and unravel the tangle of the snakes’ intrigue. It was no coincidence that the bandits had found them so quickly after Kurkhadan. They’d chased after them as if they’d known where they were headed and why. Rahaim surely hadn’t left his former disciple empty-handed...
“If we do everything right, we’ll get by without many losses,” the chief of security continued. “Danah, your archers will occupy our ‘towers’. You know what to do — aim for their ravens’ legs, create a mess among the attackers, and let them trample their own comrades.”
A tall, skinny young man nodded at Shakar’s words, and Hadjar stared at his thick and curly, black beard. He’d always wanted to grow one himself, but, alas...
“Zharkhin.” She was one of the few women in a leadership position in the caravan. She was definitely both strong and charming. “You’ll control the eastern flank. Try to hold it. That is probably where the main attack will be concentrated.”
Their camp had been set up in such a way that the nearest dune was to the east of them. On the one hand, the riders would have an advantage — they would come in with the sun at their backs. On the other hand, their own blades would blind their comrades who attacked the western flank. In a war, it was always like this — you had to sacrifice something to gain an advantage elsewhere.
“Hadjar and Einen, your flank is the western one,” Shakar began to draw a simple plan. “The archers will support you. Try to divide their forces into several smaller ones as quickly as possible. Kharad’s squad will then be able to easily flank each of their fractured attack groups. Once they do so, you will make your way to the rear, turn around, and strike the eastern flank.”
Hadjar listened and nodded. In principle, the plan wasn’t bad. Of course, he would have done things differently, due to being the Mad General who was used to fighting on a hard surface against a standard army. He had no idea how battles should be conducted atop sand, against a smaller number of opponents. Especially if all of them were riders. He’d have to put his faith in Shakar’s experience.
“Does everyone understand their assignments?”
The guards nodded. An inconsistent hum made by sporadic cheers followed.
“Then rest up. Tomorrow will be a hard day.”
With a wave of his hand, Shakar erased the plan from the surface of the sand and, straightening up, called Shakh over. The boy and Ilmena hadn’t been allowed to attend the council, which had greatly hurt their feelings. They’d envisioned themselves as fully-fledged ‘leaders’ already. Their disappointment had been tremendous when they’d realized they were still a long way from that.
Einen and Hadjar retreated to their flank, which consisted of a dozen carts and stagecoaches, hundreds of sandbags, and one tower. Their responsibility wasn’t that great if one ignored the fact that there were hundreds of defenseless travelers behind them. Hadjar took his pipe out of his pocket and started smoking.
“I still don’t like what’s happening, Northerner.”
Hadjar smiled and exhaled a ring of smoke. Nero’s rings had been much better, but he was now okay, thanks to practice.
“You know, Einen, these discussions of ours are becoming as commonplace as conversations about the weather.”
“What do you suggest we do, then?”
Hadjar looked at the distant stars. Their cold light rained down on their shoulders, washing away all of the fatigue they’d accumulated during the daytime.
“We take the situation very seriously. Maybe we can’t escape, but we can definitely try to stir up this nest of snakes.”
“Aren’t you afraid of getting bitten?”
Hadjar’s blue eyes flashed with an inhuman brilliance, echoed a second later by Einen’s purple ones.
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 The morning began with the sound of loud trumpeting. Shakar was blowing into the twisted horn with all the power his lungs could muster. He’d raised the alarm. The bandits were here.
Parents hastily hid their children away in pre-prepared shelters in the center of the fortification. Hidden behind empty crates and covered with thick cloth and mats, the children huddled together. The bolder among them tried to find at least some kind of gap in the defenses to observe the battle through. Most, however, clung to the others and shut their eyes so tightly that their brows almost touched their cheeks.
The women... Well, if you haven’t seen a woman born amongst the sun and sand whose child was about to be attacked, you don’t know what true fear is. Hadjar tried not to look at the women’s faces as they clutched their clubs, stakes, and homemade bows. He’d used to believe that Serra was frightening when angered. The witch hadn’t been nearly as scary as these women right now.
The men had wanted to help the guards directly, but the fighters had refused. They’d been hired by Rahaim to protect the caravan, and they weren’t about to accept help from  the very people they were supposed to protect.
In short order, everyone assumed their posts. A few of the people on the ‘towers’ were checking if their arrows were secure in their quivers. The ones on the ‘parapets’, hidden behind the makeshift wall, were sharpening their swords and checking their armor. Nobody wanted to fight outside the perimeter. They were hoping to use their hastily erected defenses throughout the battle.
“It seems to me like our plan hasn’t garnered much support,” Einen said.
The islander had changed out of his caftan and into the military outfit of his people. In Kurkhadan, due to how sudden the attack had been, he hadn’t had time to do so. Now he was standing in a robe that mostly resembled the white bandages on a mummy. Wrapped in it from head to toe, Einen had left only a small gap for his eyes and nose. Because of the fabric, his voice was a bit muffled and sounded strange.
Hadjar also hadn’t elected to fight in his caftan and trousers. He had put on his old, shabby leather trousers, his simple canvas shirt, and his vest that had metal plates in the lining. The nearby guards looked at his outfit with great envy. Metal was a rare and precious material in the Sea of Sand.
“I don’t care,” Hadjar responded dismissively, bandaging his palms. Due to all the sand and heat, he wasn’t sure that he could hold his blade for long with just his bare hands. “There’s no enjoyment in just staying behind the walls!”
Einen’s bloodthirsty, animalistic grin and the predatory gleam in his purple eyes was just the answer Hadjar had expected.
Out of all the guards, with the exception of Kharad’s squad, only Hadjar and Einen had chosen to meet the enemy’s charge outside the fortification. Like two heroes from legend, they greeted the bloody dawn side by side, ready and eager.
A black dot glided across the sky, piercing the air with a sharp cry. Hundreds of gray lines followed it. They whistled through the crimson sky and fell, digging into the crests of the sand waves.
Kicking up great plumes of sand, their swords drawn, the riders charged toward them. As Shakar had predicted, the main group was coming at them from the east. There, practically flying over the dune, they had the sun at their backs, which greatly hindered the defenders.
However, the chief of security hadn’t expected for the horsemen to go west, followed by about seven hundred of the Desert Ravens. There wasn’t a drop of fear in Hadjar’s blue eyes. They were just furious, hungry for blood, and emanating raw desire for battle. Hadjar looked like a hungry cat ready to pounce on some idiotic, suicidal mice.
Shakar sounded the horn twice in rapid succession. The archers, upon hearing the signal, began to shoot arrows at the enemy, one by one. As they’d been instructed, they aimed not at the riders, but at their mounts. When they fell, it created a mess, and as a result, several bandits would fall to the sand as a result of just one well-aimed arrow.
Nevertheless, most of them broke through to the fortification. They covered the golden dunes like a dark blanket. Behind them, a dust cloud surged up, toward the sky. Hadjar and Einen realized that the strangest bandits they’d ever seen were charging them. Covering the bodies of their strong horses, light plates of iron armor glittered in the light of the dawn sun. In their hands, the riders dressed in black clothes held sabers, small shields, and spears. Despite the fact that they differed little from the rest, they were still different enough to arouse suspicion...
Unfortunately, there was no time to really think about what was happening.
The first horseman spurred his horse. It, foaming at the mouth, jerked forward in a frantic attack. Tearing its hooves out of the sand, the animal soared through the air with the same grace as the falcon circling above the battle. Smiling broadly, Hadjar returned his sword to its scabbard. Roaring, he jumped up to meet the bandit, whose eyes opened wide, either in surprise or horror.
Landing a couple of inches away from the sharp edge of his enemy’s spear, Hadjar grabbed the shaft with both hands, stopping the tip right at his throat. Along with the spear, the horseman also stopped. Pulled by inertia, the horse bent and broke its front legs. There was a spatter of blood, agonized neighing, and its huge head dug into the sand.
Now it was clear that the bandit had frozen in horror. Since he was at the Transformation of the Mortal Shell Stage, he’d presumed, at first, that he was facing a slightly stronger practitioner than himself. The difference in power had actually turned out to be so great that his opponent was like a monster compared to him.
Hadjar yanked the spear down and pulled the enemy out of his saddle. He swung the spear to the left and threw the man forward. With a panicked cry, the bandit flew a dozen yards through the air, crashing into his comrades as they hurried toward the siege. He knocked a few of them to the ground and under the horses’ hooves as they galloped. Blood sprayed as they screamed in agony, dying a gruesome death. The first attacker’s body ended up impaled on no less than four spears, and he, like a standard, hung on them for the rest of the battle.
Feeling his blood boiling, Hadjar leaned over. The veins on his strong hands were taut, his muscles creaking. With a grunt of effort, he picked up the dead horse and, after spinning it over his head, threw its corpse right after the bandit.
Without waiting to see the results of his throw, Hadjar drew his sword and rushed into the thick of battle. Like a wild tiger, he tore his foes apart and tormented them, almost playing with them. Blood seemed to flow like a river in his wake.
He stopped a galloping horse with one punch. It fell to the ground, dead before it landed. The horseman didn’t even manage to stand up before Mountain Wind easily separated his head from his body. A few moments later, a dozen butchered human and horse corpses were scattered around Hadjar.
“Surround him!” The leader of the horse riders barked in the desert language.
Hadjar calmly stood in the center of the horsemen circling him. They were at the Transformation Stage. Their sabers and spears glinted in the sunlight. Their horses’ hooves kicked up a whirlwind of sand and dust.
Closing his eyes, Hadjar grabbed the hilt of his blade with both hands. Mentally, he put his ‘black sword’ inside the real one. As the first inklings of the black fog wafted off Mountain Wind, a war cry left Hadjar’s lips involuntarily. Roaring like an enraged tiger, he soared into the sky.
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Turning in the air, Hadjar swung his sword. The blade, several times heavier than what he’d been using before, created enough momentum for Hadjar to spin like a top. By the time he landed back down on the sand, he was already surrounded by razor-sharp wind blades.
As soon as Hadjar’s feet touched the ground, dozens of spears and arrows flew toward him, but it was too late. The summoned energy had already turned into a powerful tornado.
With a cry, horses and people alike were torn to shreds and flew everywhere. Blood rained down, thick and heavy, smelling like copper and burnt iron. Taking advantage of the panic spreading across the ranks of his enemies, Hadjar, clutching the bridle of a nearby mount, jumped onto its back. With a slight movement, he decapitated the rider sitting in front of him. Hadjar threw the body off the horse, then directed the horse to intercept the largest group of the enemy’s horse riders. Gripping his blade despite being unable to fight in the saddle effectively, he was still eager to do his best to slaughter them. Suddenly, a gust of warm wind caressed the back of his head.
Einen appeared from the shadow of one of the riders. Dressed in his people’s traditional clothes, he looked like a vengeful ghost that had come for its victim. His spear-staff blurred through the air, so swift were his attacks.
“Boulder Storm!” The islander cried.
Thousands of ghostly stones, sharpened by a never-ending tide, cut through the air. They fell to the sand, sending great clouds of dust into the sky. The bandits unfortunate enough to get caught beneath these strikes lost their lives instantly. Their bones crushed and bodies torn asunder, the riders and horses seemed to splatter across the sand. Blood watered the sand.
Einen and Hadjar’s gazes met for a brief moment.
“Good luck,” Hadjar whispered and urged his horse forward.
The islander would surely be able to cope with the rest of the bandits, which meant Hadjar could return to his original plan.
Suddenly, he jumped to his feet and, releasing the reins, soared into the air again. This time, he didn’t spin, he just landed, hard. The power behind his leap, the speed of his fall, and his sword’s weight combined into a very powerful attack.
A gust of wind tore off the edge of his blade, assuming the form of a dragon’s head. Opening its mouth wide, it surged through the ranks of the bandits. They had to use their best defensive Techniques for the blow to simply knock them out of their saddles. Those who didn’t have enough power were less fortunate: Hadjar’s attack cut them to pieces. The cries of people who had lost limbs or were trying to shove their guts back into their bodies flooded the area. The echo of this collective agony seemed to soak into the streams of blood, making it shine like faceted rubies.
Upon landing, Hadjar immediately had to dodge an enemy’s spear. Turning around, he broke the shaft in two with his elbow. Then he grabbed it, and, without even looking, he threw it behind him. It shot out like a bolt from a siege crossbow and pierced through the enemy’s armor, a mighty horse’s neck, its rider, and then two more men behind him.
Hadjar didn’t see this happen, but guessed it had based on all the cries and wheezing. Tugging at the fragment of the spear, he tore the rider out of the saddle. He kicked him in the head, breaking his skull, and broke the legs of a horse galloping past with the splintered remains still in his hand.
The horseman’s broadsword flashed by, inches away from Hadjar’s head. However, the man didn’t get to make another attack. He didn’t even have time to pull his feet out of the stirrups, so he just watched his horse’s body burrow into the sand and the sword flying toward his neck.
After cutting off the man’s head, Hadjar roared and stabbed his sword, soaked in blood and energy, into the sand. A wave of power entered the ground, and then dispersed like a wave, as if the Sea of Sand had really, for a fraction of a second, turned into a stormy sea.
Huge waves of sand scattered riders and horses like they were nothing. The horses’ neighing drowned out the bandits’ cries. Hadjar raced through these waves like an unstoppable demon. His bloodthirsty smile gleamed, and his blade, enveloped in black mist, seemed to shine with an unholy radiance. Leaving behind fountains of blood to mark his progress, Hadjar slammed into the ranks of those who’d come for his life. As the Master and South Wind had taught him, Hadjar tried to never attack first if he could manage it, but when someone threatened him or those he cared for, he descended upon them with all his fury and might.
Mountain Wind thundered and cut in half a brave mustang and a heavily armored warrior who was armed with a war hammer. That was a very unusual weapon in the desert... Once again, he didn’t have time to ponder it for long.
Hadjar, who’d relaxed a bit due to his unexpected superiority over his opponents, didn’t notice a sudden attack aimed at him. Moreover, he confused it with his own wind being playful. He didn’t notice a single difference between the wind heading toward him and the one he’d gotten used to since birth. A wind attack in the form of a saber strike flew over the sand, leaving a white trail behind it. It vibrated slightly, making a sound similar to the rustling of a sheet in the wind.
Hadjar’s instincts screamed at him and he brought his blade up. The strike dragged him a couple of yards across the sand, and then, slipping off his sword, licked his left shoulder. His old clothes were torn to shreds, and a deep cut left  white bone exposed.
Clenching his teeth, Hadjar directed a stream of energy toward the wound. The pain gradually subsided as the blood clotted and the wound began to crust over. The Technique for Strengthening the Body Hadjar had mastered many years ago wasn’t so strong as to push the edges of the wound together immediately. Fortunately, the dragon’s heart had already strengthened his body sufficiently.
A short, broad-shouldered warrior jumped down from his horse. He didn’t look like a desert dweller. Even his armor was completely different.
He was wearing iron bracers and spaulders, as well as a pointy metal helmet. Chainmail attached to its edges protected his neck and collarbone. His chest was covered in a heavy, tanned leather armor with a symbol that Hadjar thought he recognized, but couldn’t quite recall where from.
“How long,” the warrior said in an unfamiliar accent. “How long I’ve searched for someone else who also listens to the wind!”
He waved his curved saber covered in incomprehensible patterns. Behind the enemy, a whirlwind of whitish wind, soaked in the energy of the Way of the Saber, soared into the sky. Quick, cutting attacks permeated this small storm.
Hadjar took a step back and grabbed the handle of Mountain Wind with both hands. His muscles swelled and his veins tightened. He hadn’t grown accustomed to the weight of his sword yet.
Hadjar realized that, from now on, any battle he fought in would eventually turn into a duel. Strong cultivators had no reason to fight against weak opponents. They looked for equally powerful or stronger foes in order to get the opportunity to advance their cultivation further.
Also… Why was this Heaven Soldier fighting alongside the bandits?
“Let me introduce myself,” the warrior, ignoring the pitched battle around them and the whirlwinds of sand it kicked up, saluted in the local manner. “I am Turkut, a junior officer in the army of the King of the Desert, Sunshine Sankesh.”
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Hadjar blinked in surprise, finally recognizing the emblem on the warrior’s chest: the setting sun with flaming blades instead of sunrays. That was the emblem of the King of the Desert. Of course, he’d proclaimed himself king, but it was foolish to dispute the power of the man who rushed across the sand like a hurricane and left no city, oasis, or Bedouin tribe unconquered.
“Hadjar Darkhan,” Hadjar responded, “a free traveler.”
“I’m glad that the Evening Stars have brought us together, Hadjar Darkhan. For a long time now, I’ve been looking for a swordsman who walks with the wind.”
The battle around them was in full swing. Einen, using his Ape Techniques, was tearing through the attackers’ ranks. As soon as he managed to split the bandits’ forces into two groups, Kharad and his people charged in. Riding their Desert Ravens, they flanked the enemy to devastating effect. The other guards fought at the ‘walls’ of the fortification. The attackers were bombarded with arrows and stones, struck and cut, but they still kept storming the sandbags and inverted stagecoaches.
Two people having an almost casual conversation was a surreal sight amidst this riot of blood and death, not to mention the whistling of arrows and swords.
“What does an officer of the Sunshine Army need from Rahaim’s caravan?” Hadjar asked.
Turkut took a white bandage with black hieroglyphs along its length from his pocket and tied it across his forehead. Hadjar recognized a Bedouin custom in this gesture: they did this when they encountered an opponent who was equal to them in power and had decided to show them some respect.
“Forgive me, Hadjar Darkhan, but I can’t tell you that,” the King’s officer shook his head. “Now, let’s get started.”
He pushed off the ground as easily as a leaf fell off a branch. At the same time, Turkut’s movements were faster than a falcon diving down to catch its prey. Hadjar managed to bring his blade up at the last moment.
Metal rang out. Hadjar felt the light saber, glowing with whitish energy, push his sword back. The saber always won against the sword in melee. It was light and fierce by design, created exclusively for battle and killing. It had no ornamentation or fancy variations, only the naked desire to kill.
Dodging to the side, Hadjar let the saber pass by his chest and, having avoided it, tried to hook Turkut’s legs. He, unlike most cultivators Hadjar had fought before, respected his enemy’s prowess. He didn’t try to ‘play’ with him. He got some distance between them, assuming a defensive stance. He was a skilled, strong opponent. That was both good and bad at the same time.
Sankesh’s officer clearly wanted to test his power, and Hadjar wasn’t against that. He had been looking for a deadly battle for a while now, to find out how much stronger he’d become over the six months he’d spent beneath the scorching sun.
“Calm Wind,” Hadjar said, using the defensive stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique.
A downward flow of wind immediately flattened the sand swirling around them. It was as if an invisible pillar of force had created a calm space in the midst of all the bloody fighting.
Turkut grimaced. He felt great pressure bearing down on him. Now he understood that, despite the difference in their level of cultivation, his foe was equal in strength to true cultivators.
“Sunny Day,” the officer cried out.
His saber shone with a steady, golden glow. At first, Hadjar didn’t understand what this Technique was doing, and by the time he did, it was too late. A beam burst out from Turkut’s blade. A thin sunbeam. A thread of the white wind wound around it, and it pierced Hadjar’s injured shoulder. With a cry of pain, the wounded swordsman assumed a defensive stance. He used the ‘Calm Wind’, and not just with his real sword this time, but with the imaginary, black one as well.
In addition to the downward flow, a light tornado of blue wind sprang up around Hadjar. The beams surged out of the saber at an incredible rate, looking like ghostly flashes of sunlight. When Hadjar was almost accustomed to the rhythm of the attacks, the unexpected happened. The strands of the white wind surrounding the yellow light suddenly burst into color, and then bent a beam. Snaking past the tornado, it burrowed into the sand, and then came up right under Hadjar’s feet.
After fighting many battles against the desert dwellers, he was ready for such a trick and rolled to the side. After avoiding the attack, Hadjar swung his sword.
“Strong Wind!”
Using a tenth of his energy and his knowledge of the Way of the Sword, Hadjar lunged. A stream of wind, in the shape of a dragon, rushed toward Turkut. If he’d been facing a simple practitioner who was at a lower level of cultivation, this attack would’ve torn them apart. However, this man was a worthy enemy.
Sankesh’s officer immediately went on the defensive. The sunbeam was no longer aimed at Hadjar. Like a whip, it wrapped itself around the dragon and squeezed Hadjar’s Technique. With a bang, the beam dispelled it, but also dissipated in a multicolored flash of various energies.
Turkut, pleased with the performance of his Technique, was about to counterattack, but his enemy had disappeared. Where Hadjar had been standing moments ago, there was now a small hollow in the sand.
Turning into the blurry shadow of Five Ravens, Hadjar appeared behind the warrior. As soon as his feet touched the sand, he swung at Turkut’s steel helmet so powerfully that Mountain Wind seemed to roar in his hands. Waves spread across the sand and the air rattled with power and energy, but there was no scream, no drops of blood.
A golden beam, whitish threads interlaced around it, had snaked around Hadjar’s blade. It had stopped his sword mere inches from Turkut’s head. Hadjar, who had been waiting for this, bent his leg. He had been planning to break his enemy’s spine, but suddenly felt a sharp, burning pain in his chest.
Hurtling back several yards through the air, he left behind a trail of blood. Hadjar ripped through the sand when he landed. Driving his sword into the ground, he stopped his momentum, and, with difficulty, rose to his feet. Turkut was lazily playing with the two golden beams emanating from his saber. It was a rather strange Technique that suited the warrior who used a saber and the wind.
“You’re strong, Hadjar Darkhan,” the officer said. “Maybe you’re even stronger than most warriors I’ve encountered. But you lack experience fighting in real battles, not playing childish games with other practitioners.”
Turkut’s gaze hardened. The whirlwind of white energy soared and swirled even more violently around his figure. The golden glow around his saber disappeared, replaced by a scarlet, bloody light.
“Crimson Sunset,” the warrior said ominously.
He swung his saber. With a whistle, the saber cut through the air, and a huge, red crescent rushed across the sand toward Hadjar.
Hadjar, using half of his remaining energy reserves, utilized a protective stance. A stream of wind struck the crescent. It slowed its progress and chipped away at it, but didn’t stop it. A deep wound tore open across Hadjar’s chest. Blood rained down on the sand. Hadjar fell to one knee. Twitching and trembling, he held onto his sword, stuck in the ground. It was the only way he could remain upright. His head was spinning and everything was muted, as if the sand cloud surrounding the fighters had turned into a swamp.
“Let’s finish this, Hadjar Darkhan.”
Turkut traced a figure eight in the air with his saber and said, “Wind of the Crimson Sunset.”
For this attack, he swung down four times, all at once, launching four scarlet crescents. Most Heaven Soldiers at the middle stage of their level would’ve had no chance of surviving such an attack, let alone a simple practitioner.
A sudden burst of black energy enveloped his foe, and his blue eyes, which had suddenly become inhuman, made Turkut uneasy. When the simple caravan guard rose to his feet, shrouded in a black cloak woven from wind and fog, Turkut realized that their battle was far from over.
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When Hadjar saw the four scarlet crescents coming toward him, he realized he could deflect them, but only if he used his whole energy reserve. Unfortunately, he had maybe half of it left. So, he had to use the Call.
As Traves had taught him, Hadjar ‘sank’ to the deepest recesses of his mind. There he found a small, black dragon with blue patterns across its scales. It was curled up like a kitten, asleep and drifting in the void. Hadjar reached out as if to pet it. The little dragon started, smiled, and jumped, barrelling into Hadjar’s chest. All of that took less than a second. 
Back in reality, Hadjar felt his dragon heart thudding wildly, the tattoo he’d gotten in the trial burning. He got his second wind. All of his wounds healed up, his muscles filling with strength and vigor. His energy changed, becoming thicker and cleaner, as if the tattered black cloak woven from mist that lay across his shoulders was some sort of filter.
Running the power through itself, it kept the taint and darkness behind, passing on only the pure nectar of raw, magnificent energy. Alas, Hadjar had only a second and a half to use the power of his blood.
“Strong Wind!” He shouted, swinging his blade parallel to the ground. His attack looked like a roaring black dragon with blue sparks along its scales. Turkut saw this and recoiled. The power emanating from this mere practitioner’s Technique was... at the Peak stage of the Heaven Soldier level, not a bit lower.
The red crescents were smashed as easily as a giant elephant could break some porcelain dishes. Scarlet shards of the once-mighty Technique splashed across the sand, mingling with the crimson rivers of blood. The dragon didn’t stop. Snarling, its jaw filled with sword-fangs, he lunged for Turkut.
“Whirlwind of the Crimson Sunset!” The officer of the Sunshine Army said through gritted teeth.
His sword turned into a steel cocoon that encircled the officer. With each strike, a small but bright, scarlet crescent seemed to peel off from his blade. Shrouded in the white wind, it looked like an unsheathed sword. However, this kind of innocuousness was the essence of Turkut’s best defensive and attacking Techniques both.
More than once, he had seen the worthiest among new cultivators, proud of their progress, crushed by the scarlet sabre-crescents. His Technique was the epitome of skilled energy manipulation. Even the swiftest attacks couldn’t get through it. A mixture of attack and defence was the essence of his fighting style.
The red whirlwind collided with the bluish dragon. An explosion sounded, causing the sand around them to swirl like a glittering cloud. His Technique hit the dragon, and he felt triumphant for a moment.
The only thing that Turkut hadn’t considered was the fact that his opponent wasn’t really controlling the Technique. This wasn’t a clash of their energies and willpower, but him defending against a simple attack, one that didn’t require an unbreakable bond with the warrior who’d launched it to be effective.
Wrapped in clouds of black mist, Hadjar appeared on his enemy’s left. Turkut’s startled look, caused by the fact he hadn’t even noticed his foe had moved, was the best reward Hadjar could’ve asked for.
Using his momentum and the strength of his legs, Hadjar straightened his knees and made a downward slash. The blade cut into Turkut’s body deeply, leaving a black trail behind. The blow was so swift and powerful that Sankesh’s officer was thrown back several steps. The scarlet crescents had managed to defeat the dragon, but it was too late.
Turkut, pressing down on a terrible wound on his chest and spitting out blood, rose up, leaning on the hilt of his sabre for support. He and Hadjar had switched places: the officer was now the one who didn’t understand what was happening.
Hadjar’s black cloak was gone, and his sword was no longer shrouded in the roiling, black mist. Blood spurted out from the wounds on Hadjar’s body once again, his muscles weakening. He swayed, but managed to steady himself.
Despite using the Call, he still had as much energy as he’d had before activating it. The strange Technique had drawn upon some other resource.
“Not bad, Hadjar Darkhan,” Turkut grunted out. He stood up and wiped away the blood at the corners of his lips, “but it’s time to finish this.”
He took a small dagger from his belt in one swift movement. Strange runes and symbols flashed along the length of the miniature weapon and energy spiraled around it.
“End him,” Turkut ordered the dagger, which leapt from his palm.
“Is this the extent of your honor?” Hadjar growled out, barely managing to lift his sword up in defense.
“My artifacts are part of my power,” the officer shrugged in response.
The dagger, flying through the air like a bird, attacked Hadjar from unpredictable angles. Hadjar couldn’t anticipate what it would attack next: his legs, back, or forehead. As soon as Hadjar deflected one blow, the dagger attacked from the other side, like an annoying wasp buzzing around an awkward peasant.
As this went on, Turkut stood with his eyes closed. Energy swirled around him. Twisted into many different vortices and spirals, it sometimes assumed some subtle outlines. This wasn’t a Spirit, but it was something damn close to it. The officer was clearly quite talented, regardless of his rank.
Hadjar, generously watering the sand with his blood, fought against the restless dagger artifact. Having repelled yet another attack aimed at his chest, Hadjar realized that if he continued wasting time on this, whichever Technique Turkut used would be the last thing he would ever see.
The dagger dodged strong attacks, ones that were more middling in power just changed its trajectory, and it completely ignored the weak strikes. It was persistent and seemingly unstoppable. Only Hadjar’s speed and dexterity helped him avoid being cut to pieces.
A crazy idea occurred to Hadjar. The dagger was rushing toward his heart when he, after dipping his blade in his own blood, dodged at the last second. It looked like luck, but in reality, it was pure concentration and speed. The dagger, flying past after missing by mere inches, had already begun to turn back when a powerful strike hit it from above. Before steel clashed against steel, Hadjar’s blood dripped down onto the artifact. That was enough to fool the magic hieroglyphs for a moment.
When the dagger felt its target’s blood on it, they faded and it began to fall. The magic would’ve probably figured out that it hadn’t defeated the enemy yet after a moment or two, and had, in fact, only wounded him, but it didn’t get a chance to do so. Mountain Wind smashed the dagger into a shower of fragments, and they rained down like crystal dust, scattering across the sand.
Hadjar’s joy at his triumph did not last long. A barrage of unrestrained energy hit him. Kicking up waves of sand, it pushed Hadjar back several feet.
Turkut, surrounded by a golden glow, shone from the inside. Energy streamed off his body, and his saber left behind hundreds of illusory doubles as it moved. The officer traced a strange pattern in the air, one that brought battle and death with it.
“Secret Technique: Sunset Wind!”
Hadjar’s only thought was: Why are most of these Technique names so silly!




Chapter 328

The saber finished its dance and the energy returned to Turkut. It became a huge whirlwind that spun until it froze and turned into a sparkling, golden pillar. Almost thirty feet high, it gradually took the form of a gigantic saber. It obeyed the original saber’s will, the one wielded by the officer.
“Damn-” Hadjar didn’t get to finish his thought. The huge saber created by the Technique mimicked the movements of the real one. It began its inexorable descent toward Hadjar’s head. The downward swing caused a real hurricane. Kicking up clouds of sand, it made them sparkle and shimmer in the light, thereby justifying the unexpectedly accurate, albeit still pathetic, name.
Hadjar knew perfectly well that he didn’t have a chance in hell of dodging or blocking this attack. There was only one thing he could do — counterattack.
Over the past few months, his understanding of the mysteries of the Sword Spirit had advanced further than during all the years he’d spent in Lidus. The mysterious ‘black sword’ in his soul had been added to his arsenal. He didn’t really understand how to use it properly and had only a quarter of his energy left, but Hadjar wasn’t about to give up.
Assuming his favorite, freeform stance, as the wind blew across his skin and ruffled his clothes, his sword pointed toward the sand, Hadjar looked not at the gigantic saber, but at his enemy.
Mountain Wind calmly rose. A whirlwind of the blue energy with black sparks running through it circled around him. Hadjar, with a sigh, peered at the bloody cut on Turkut’s chest.
Suddenly, it dawned on him. Previously, he’d perceived the sword as only a weapon. Even after he’d become ‘One with the Sword’ and ‘One with the World’, he’d kept doing it. To him, the sword had remained just a way to defeat an enemy, to kill them, to win his battles, to overcome obstacles… and nothing more.
But right then, he realized that his sword was the one thing that had never failed him and had always supported him. It was always ready to answer his call and had never betrayed him. It would quickly join any fight, yes, but it was also a mirror, useful for slicing bread, maybe a ruler, even a crutch. The sword, unlike a saber, had never been intended to be used exclusively in battle. It was a way to survive, a faithful companion, his only friend. Even if everyone else turned their back on him, the sword would still be his single most reliable and incorruptible refuge. An ally.
Hadjar froze and looked at the sword in his hands. He looked at the extension of himself that he held in his callused palms.
The sword wasn’t this strip of steel, as whatever he picked up would be a sword. He himself was the sword...
The battle froze. Everyone felt cold steel lick their skin, as if hundreds of blades had cut through a cloud of sand, forcing it to become little more than dust and settle across the crests of the dunes. The whirlwind of power around Hadjar disappeared. It poured into his hands, his sword, and his body.
Those who understood what was happening were looking for shelter, but realized that they wouldn’t have enough time to hide from the gaze of the swordsman clutching his blade. According to the legends, if you were within fifty steps of them, there was nothing that could hide you from the attacks of a Wielder of the Sword. Wounded, with tattoos on his arm, chest, and back, he stood in front of them. The aura of the Sword seemed to emanate from his very essence. The dragon in his blue eyes coiled around this inner sword.
Hadjar didn’t notice how the battle stopped, or Turkut’s terrified expression. He just kept looking at his reflection in the hilt of his sword.
If the sword was him, and he was the sword, then it made no difference who fell off the dry autumn branch, assuming the form of an autumn leaf. After all, they fought together. He fought alone. Hadjar Darkhan. The Sword. One and the same.
“Autumn Leaf,” Hadjar whispered and disappeared.
When he reappeared, he nearly fell, feeling unsteady on his feet. Driving his blade into the sand, he barely remained upright. Behind him stood Turkut, unable to comprehend what was going on. His secret Technique — the huge saber made of light — cracked and shattered in a brilliant display of sparks.
The officer of the Sunshine Army wanted to say something, but couldn’t. His severed head rolled off his body. A fountain of blood gushed toward the azure sky and irrigated the sand. For a moment, there was only oppressive silence, and then a desperate cry broke it:
“He’s weak! Kill him!”
A dozen bandits rushed Hadjar. Each of them was at the Transformation of the Spirit Stage. They were fresh, almost not having participated in the battle, and they started to prepare their best Techniques, but...
Hadjar’s eyes flashed. Around him, deep gouges spread across the sand, and his sword seemed to blur as it flew toward them. A dozen swift slashing and cutting attacks merged into one. A dozen ghostly dragons, floating atop the razor-sharp streams of wind, swept through the air. The same amount of bloodied bodies, reduced to minced meat, fell to the sand.
The people of the caravan cried out victoriously. All the attackers turned in unison toward the most dangerous foe on the field. Hadjar, exhausted and wounded, stood on a pile of dead bodies. Ankle-deep in blood, barely moving, he looked fiercer and more dangerous than the wildest predators.
He would’ve roared and raised his blade higher if he’d had the strength, but he simply couldn’t muster enough energy to do so.
“Not so fast,” a dry, old voice said menacingly.
Rahaim appeared nearby. He waved his hand and hundreds of white threads soared through the sky. They pierced the supposed bandits, and one by one, they fell to the ground. Kharad’s warriors attacked the immobilized and powerless fighters. Shakar and Shakh did the same. Einen, whose attacks would turn into shadow apes, stopped those whom Rahaim’s terrible Technique couldn’t reach.
The old man, not paying attention to the battle, turned to Hadjar. For the first time, warmth and even a certain amount of concern could be seen in his eyes.
“You did well, Northerner, everything is okay-”
With a crunch, two daggers pierced Rahaim’s chest. Hadjar recognized them immediately.
“I had assumed you wouldn’t come out, old man.”
Rahaim turned his head and saw Ilmena. But the girl’s face was changing rapidly: her bones were bubbling like boiling water, her skin was darkening, even her eye color and shape were changing. Soon, instead of Ilmena, a completely different girl stood on the sand, one that looked like a panther.
The stranger tore off the earring in her ear, and Hadjar suddenly found it difficult to breathe, as the uncontrolled power of a Spirit Knight hit him.
“It’s you,” Rahaim said before falling to the sand.
Instinctively, he grabbed Hadjar and pushed him beneath his body.
“How sweet,” the completely unfamiliar voice said. “The old man is trying to protect a barbarian... I’ll tell my father about it, he’ll get a laugh out of it.”
“Hadjar!” Someone screamed.
Hadjar looked up with great difficulty and saw how the stranger was holding a crying Serra’s hand tightly. She couldn’t pull her hand away, and Hadjar barely had enough strength left to whisper: “Don’t touch her!”
“Oh, have you truly grown attached to this piece of ancient magic?” The stranger’s lips twisted into a smirk. “Well, that’s too bad for you. Goodbye.”
She took a jade seal from her pocket and, after breaking it, threw it down on the sand. The second she did so, a low, vibrating rumble hit his ears. The other warriors didn’t understand what was going on, but Hadjar did. He’d already heard something like this noise... Coming from Traves. It was a dragon’s roar. The stranger had used an artifact that served as bait.
“At least you’ll have something to do, my dears,” she blew them all a kiss, leapt up onto a Desert Raven, and spurred it on, riding past the fortification.
All of this happened behind Kharad and the rest of the warriors, hidden from them. Shakar rushed over to Rahaim, but it was already too late.
Suddenly, night seemed to fall in mere seconds. Then thunder sounded. In reality, it was the noise made by gigantic wings and the ‘night’ was their shadow. A huge dragon was flying toward them to answer the call of the bait.
“Bring her back,” Rahaim wheezed, “... Serra... is... a key... to... the library...”
His trembling, dry hands handed two flasks to Hadjar. They were filled with the poison and its antidote.
“Give her... the elixir of the gods...” Rahaim continued. “Only... then... can she... become... a human.”
“What?” Hadjar asked uncomprehendingly, but Rahaim was already dead and his last breath fell from his lips.
The earth shook as a gigantic mountain fell upon it. In the real world, the dragon looked much scarier than the one that Hadjar had fought against in his dream.
Cursing, Hadjar reached for his bag that held the fairy’s body. Maybe he would regret doing this, but if the legends were true...
Closing his eyes in disgust, Hadjar swallowed the body of the gods’ messenger. He didn’t have time to think about the consequences. The only thought occupying his mind was: Not again! This time, she will live!
A column of black energy soared toward the sky.




Chapter 329

The full moon hung in the sky outside the window.
He loved looking at it. Even when he’d been stuck in hospital, he’d liked looking at that white, cold disk. It had always felt like a kindred spirit, oddly enough. It was silent and indifferent to his life, honest like no one else was. It didn’t offer him false sympathy or regret. It just shone. Sometimes, it was so bright that he had to squint against the light, but he never called a nurse to close the blinds.
Sometimes, it was obscured, almost invisible. The heavy urban smog, which rose up from factories and highways to merge with the clouds, hid it from view.
Although he wanted to live, he’d never been afraid of death. It often felt like he was living in a coffin, so heavy was the sky. How long ago had it been...?
Now, little Hadjar was lying in a warm, soft bed. He tried to move his hand up but failed. The body of a two-month-old baby couldn’t perform such complex, deliberate movements.
[Command execution has failed! The rate of data transfer to the nervous system is too slow! Error number…]
Hadjar had recently finished reconfiguring the neuronet so it used Lidish. He’d convinced himself that it was so he could learn the language more quickly. However, he knew that he was lying to himself. In fact, everything was because of her, the most beautiful woman he’d ever known, someone he loved with all his heart.
Getting up from her bed at the other end of the huge chamber, a beautiful young woman approached his small crib. Her thick, black braid lay across her satiny shoulders covered with translucent silk. Her green eyes shone brightly, full of sincere, unconditional love and care. Before taking the baby into her arms, she warmed them above the nearby oven.
“Dlahi Hadjar,” the woman whispered.
He knew what this meant — ‘Dear Hadjar’. He liked that name. Hadjar. Actually, he’d never had one before, only the name that had been written on his card back at the orphanage. He’d never considered that his true name.
He was eager to hug her, bury his face in her hair, press his cheek to her cheek. He desperately wanted to save her from this cruel world. In her arms, he fell asleep faster than if he’d been given powerful tranquilizers. In her arms, he felt calm and safe. Even if the whole world crumbled around them, as long as she held him, everything would be fine, all the troubles and grief would go away while she was with him, stroking his hair.
She was his mother... No, his mother. Queen Elizabeth.
“You aren’t sleeping again, my little scholar,” she cradled him, her words translated by the neuronet. He smiled and reached for her face, and she lightly tickled his tiny, chubby arms. “We’ll continue telling your dad that you’ll be a scholar, won’t we?”
She smiled and walked around the room with him. His father had gone off to fight a war. Hadjar shouldn’t have been able to know this, but he did. The possibilities of an adult mind and a computational module working together were innumerable.
“He doesn’t like to admit it, but he worries about you even more than I do. After all, he’s a man, and knows all too well what kind of fate awaits his son when he grows up... So let’s keep assuring him that you’ll be a scholar, okay?”
Elizabeth looked into his clear, blue eyes. Her own seemed to laugh and glow with happiness. She loved her son. She adored him.
“Shall I tell you a story, my little scholar? What do you want to hear?” She tickled his cheeks and rubbed her nose against his forehead. Hadjar felt his heart melting. He wanted to cry, but didn’t know why. “Do you want to hear the tale of a bird who wanted to become a human, but, after becoming one, yearned for the sky? Or about the palace that could speak and was unhappy because no one wanted to listen to its stories, only admire it? Or about the sword that didn’t know any shield that could be its equal and was therefore lonely? Or about the gods who were bored with their endless lives, and therefore envied mortals? No, I see you want to hear the tale of the Black General again, my little scholar.”
Hadjar was fond of listening to his mother’s stories. Everything that he knew about this huge and wonderful world was based on her tales, as he could only see a bit of the park from the window of the Queen’s chambers.
“Well, this story happened so long ago that no one remembers exactly when it happened. It was a time when the gods walked across this earth, and people didn’t exist yet. One of the goddesses, the beautiful Melora, the mistress of all winds, saw a lonely tree. It was dry, rotten, and old, standing apart from the others. Not a single wind caressed this tree: the south wind passed by it, the north wind was afraid of it, and the west wind and the east wind actively avoided it.”
She cradled her son as she told her story. Every mother probably did this. Elizabeth didn’t know — her parents had died a long time ago. Their faces had faded from her memory. Their scents and the sensation of being held by them were all she could remember.
“Melora looked at this tree for so long that the moon managed to be born and die thrice in that time. The rest of the gods feasted and had fun, paying no attention to the tree. It seemed like the whole world, and even the World River itself, had turned away from it. The tree attracted the goddess with its loneliness and ugliness, so incongruous against the backdrop of the amazingly beautiful emerald forest and endless green meadow around it.”
The Queen went over to the window. The moonlight caressed her face, making her skin glow like silver. Hadjar’s mother was so beautiful...
“Despite everything, adversity and loneliness couldn’t break the tree’s will. It kept relentlessly reaching for the Heavens, as if it wanted to fight against them and against the whole world.”
“Derger,” Melora shouted. “Look! This tree could become the strongest general in your army!”
“That was exactly what she said, my little scholar.”
Hadjar listened attentively to the legend of the Black General.
“Derger only snorted contemptuously. He took his broadsword, came up to the tree, and swung. The sky cracked from his strike, lightning filled the air, and scared winds swirled in endless tornadoes. The God hit the black tree.
The strike made the ground crack, the mountains turn into volcanoes, and the foliage fall from all the nearby trees. A lake in the endless meadow splashed out and then evaporated into a myriad of white clouds. A fiery rain poured down on the ground. In the midst of all this chaos created by the God’s casual swing, the black tree stood firm.
The broadsword had lodged itself deep in its trunk, but couldn’t cut through.
Derger growled in anger. It took him three attempts to free his blade. Swinging his weapon around, he was about to strike again, but stopped. Melora stood between him and the tree. Shielding the surviving tree with her body, she looked at the Jasper Emperor, who sat on his throne among nymphs and pretended like he was just having fun, even though he was carefully observing what was going on.”
Elizabeth paused. Hadjar froze in anticipation. This was his favorite part.
“My Lord!” Melora cried. “Derger had his chance. Let me have mine!”
The Emperor nodded.
“Melora turned to the north wind. She took its chill and stamina and wove a blue scarf from them, then put it on the black branches. Whispering to the south wind, she took its warmth and playfulness, turning them into yellow boots which she placed at the tree’s roots. The spring wind circled around her merrily. It freely gave its love and affection. Out of them, she forged a sword so sharp that it could cut through Time itself.
Last came the western wind, haughty and proud. She fumbled with it the longest. Putting it in a furnace, and then laying it on a potter’s wheel, she made an amulet that she imbued with the desire to go… Where? Over the horizon, of course, where all the winds met.
Having laid everything near the tree, she turned to the World River. Scooping up a generous handful of its water, she sprinkled it on the black tree. Gradually the roots became legs, the branches became arms, the trunk became a powerful chest, and the leaves became black hair.”
“Stop it!” Derger growled. “You have enough lovers, Melora. He’ll be my general!”
“The God of War looked at the Emperor, asking for permission. The Emperor nodded again. As Melora looked on, helpless, Derger ran his blade across the ground, cutting it like a tailor cuts through thin fabric. He took some black, thick dirt and smeared it on the blue scarf, the red sword, and the yellow boots, then reached for the gray amulet, but suddenly, the treetops of the emerald forest rustled. Something unknown had stopped Derger’s hand, and it was now too late.
Chained in black armor, enveloped in a black cloak, and leaning on a black sword, a man whose eyes were darker than a moonless night sky knelt in front of the God of War.
Melora looked at him and turned away, unable to hold back her tears of bitterness and disappointment. He could’ve been her best lover, steadfast and unyielding in his devotion, but instead, he was...”
“Stand up, Black General,” Derger’s voice thundered. “Now you serve me and only me.”
“Yes, my Lord,” a voice like the north wind replied.
“That’s how the legend of the Black General began, my little scholar. Now go to sleep,” Elisabeth said, “and while you’re sleeping, I’ll protect you from spirits and their sweet words. Never believe those who weren’t born, my little scholar, as they don’t know what death truly means.”
“Mom...” Hadjar whispered, but this wasn’t a child’s cry. It was a grown man’s lament.
The memory from his childhood had disappeared.
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At first, Hadjar thought he was standing on a sea bathed in golden light. He was confused. It seemed to him like he’d battled the officer of Sankesh’s Sunshine Army in the Sea of Sand very recently. Ilmena had then betrayed and killed the head of the caravan, Rahaim... But it hadn’t been Ilmena... Or maybe he’d just dreamed all of that...
He was painfully confused...
A suffocating haze seemed to fill his head. It was difficult for Hadjar to perceive what was going on. Everything was just so mixed up...
Breathing in deeply, he coughed. The air was stale and heavy, with specks of salt and earth weighing it down. Rubbing his nose and eyes, swaying as he tried to stay on his feet, Hadjar headed in a random direction, walking forward.
Gradually, the fragments of his mind merged together. Lazily, slowly, his consciousness returned to Hadjar. With a start, he saw that the white sand he trod on was actually... millions of white skulls.
Hadjar walked across these skulls. White, fluffy clouds hung overhead, seemingly covered in blood and tears. Hadjar managed to stop himself at the last second. His right leg hovered over an abyss that extended for many yards. He was standing at the top of a mountain of skulls.
Something dripped down onto his forehead. Hadjar wiped the moisture away, and then, looking at his fingers, he staggered back and nearly fell over. Alien blood was on his skin, and someone’s soul was wailing hysterically.
Hadjar wanted to scream, but couldn’t even open his mouth. With a mixture of disgust and fear, he wiped his hand on one of the skulls lying around. As soon as the blood touched the bones, an unusually powerful energy appeared behind him. The energy was so strong it could’ve easily destroyed Kurkhadan and killed Ignes.
Slowly, carefully, Hadjar turned toward the source of the titanic power. He gradually realized that if he had come across it in reality, there wouldn’t have been enough of him left to cover the tip of a needle.
On a small platform consisting of the same skulls that lay all around them, a lonely figure stood. He held a black sword. Against all the laws of the universe, the blood dripping from it didn’t fall down, but flew up. The man was wearing tattered black boots, patched black pants, and black bracers. He was topless and his body was covered in terrible scars — left behind by fangs, swords, spears, claws, fire, and arrows. Thousands of black tattoos tried to conceal the thousands of scars, but failed. His long, dark hair covered his face and fluttered in the wind slightly.
The man bowed his head and whispered something to himself. Suddenly, he looked up and Hadjar flinched. The man’s eyes couldn’t have belonged to a human. They were two dark voids, filled with a cloying, black fog.
“You’re too early!” The man roared out at him.
“Who are you?” Hadjar croaked in response, after barely regaining control of his voice.
The man was just about to answer when a familiar voice reached Hadjar: “Northerner…”
They seemed to be fighting a dragon... A dragon!
***
After Rahaim fell, Einen ended up fighting against two practitioners at the verge of becoming true cultivators — one was armed with a poleax, the other with a battleax — who complemented each other perfectly, creating a symphony of attacks worthy of Heaven Soldiers at the medium stage. Einen was having a hard time. He had been preparing to use his Call when the heavens and earth shuddered.
A huge shadow covered the caravan, and when it landed on the sand, the warriors’ hearts missed a beat. It was a Sand Dragon, a Lord of the Heavens in the flesh. It spread its four white wings and roared.
It probably wasn’t at the highest Stage of cultivation by the standards of beasts, otherwise the bait wouldn’t have affected it. So, its mind was still animalistic. Guided by its hunting instincts, it drove its claws into the ground.
Huge sand tsunamis surged forth in different directions. People screamed, trying to defend themselves, but most of them failed.
The white Sand Dragon lowered its huge head. The fur on its scruff glided through the air, sometimes turning into blades as sharp as its horns.
Strong plates covered its chest and belly. A stinger crowned its long tail. One swipe of its claws could crush the entire caravan fortification. It was so huge that it could obscure the sky by itself. It was looking for the wounded dragon whose scream had been emitted by the bait. If it devoured its core, it would become much stronger.
“Merciful Great Turtle,” Einen pleaded, pulling off his traditional garb, “let your judgment be fair and my ancestors merciful, as I’m about to-”
At that moment, a pillar of black energy soared into the sky. It was so dense and potent that if it had been pointed at the dragon, it could’ve hurt the Lord of the Heavens. Breaking through a sand dome created by the dragon’s roar, the black pillar crashed into the sky. Eerie, black stripes began to creep along the clouds.
The dragon spread its wings, bent its neck toward the ground, and growled low. Its hair turned into hundreds of gigantic, bristling spears. Einen couldn’t believe his eyes. The monster, which was the size of a ridge, gradually backed away. It was afraid of the black pillar!
Gradually, the pillar thinned until a dot appeared in the sky. Squinting, Einen could glimpse a silhouette inside it: woven together from black fog, a man chained in terrible armor stood among the tendrils of dark energy.
The dragon spread its wings and soared into the sky, kicking up a wave of sand that rushed toward Hadjar, who was lying on the sand. Limp and powerless, he would be easy prey for the wave of sand.
“Northerner!” Einen shouted and disappeared into his shadow.
He had to get to Hadjar in time! Einen didn’t have many friends. He couldn’t 
afford to watch one of them die so easily. And the northerner had indeed become his friend.
***
“Northerner!” Hadjar heard again, much more distinctly.
The mysterious man hid his eyes. Something strong pulled Hadjar in the opposite direction. He was lifted into the air and carried through the sky. He watched the nightmarish mountain of skulls and the figure standing at its peak rapidly move away. Suddenly, Hadjar noticed a chain stretching from the warrior’s heart all the way into the depths of the skull mountain.
“You’re too early.” A dull echo repeated.
When Hadjar opened his eyes, he saw Einen’s outstretched hand. The islander was shouting something at him. Meanwhile, something impossible was happening in the sky: the huge dragon opened its maw and exhaled hot sand at the lonely, dark figure. The man swung his sword and cut the stream in half. The echo of his strike distorted space itself. It looked so surreal that Hadjar couldn’t find the right words to describe it.
Instinctively, Hadjar grabbed the outstretched hand and was dragged into the world of shadows. A wave of sand covered the place where they’d been a moment ago.
Hadjar and Einen fell into something. The world around them looked like a broken kaleidoscope. Their consciousnesses couldn’t grasp even the slightest kernels of rationality. Time became irrelevant. Only pain existed.
They lay with their faces buried in the sand, a north wind pleasantly blowing across their backs.
Einen swore.
“This can’t be,” he said. “It’s only a legend...”
Hadjar barely managed to open his eyes. If it hadn’t been for Serra’s stories, he would’ve never recognized the view that greeted him.
“Underworld City...” Hadjar whispered in awe.
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Tilis was meditating in her room, which she’d used to share with her sister long ago. Her sister was absent. She’d promised to return as soon as possible, but four years had already passed since she’d left.
The meditation wasn’t going very well: her thoughts were constantly muddled, and so she couldn’t ‘grasp’ the energy of the World River.
The room where the girl was meditating was in a house near the central square. It was spacious, so Tilis looked rather lonely living there by herself.
A servant entered the room and coughed awkwardly. Rolling her green eyes and causing her red hair to whip around, Tilis abruptly turned to the door. Due to her anger, the fire in the fireplace flared up and turned into a miniature fire tornado.
The servant immediately bowed and averted his eyes. Everyone in Underworld City knew that it was better not to provoke Tilis, one of the Sage’s disciples.
“What?” Tilis growled out. “I hope you haven’t interrupted my meditation just for the sake of your curiosity!”
The seventeen-year-old servant blushed. Tilis was used to meditating completely naked and she had much to show off. Men couldn’t help but look at her bronze skin and perfect body.
“They need you at the First Post,” the young man said.
“First Post?” Tilis asked, not immediately understanding what she’d heard.
As soon as she did, however, she jumped to her feet. After putting on her trousers, shirt, and caftan, she grabbed a staff with a sparkling stone at the top and shouted as she threw the servant aside.
“Out of the way!”
The man was lucky enough to land on a wide bed. He stayed there a while, lying on it and inhaling the scent of the girl who slept there. Tilis, without locking the door behind her, ran out into the street.
She rushed along the stone streets, sometimes skirting luminous stalagmites that pierced bridges and the roofs of some houses as they grew upward. The distant ceiling of the underground city glowed with a measured, greenish light that emanated from numerous, deep cracks.
Turning a corner, Tilis rushed across a wide bridge that spanned a dark, bottomless abyss. Once, a brave man had tried to check how deep this abyss was. A thousand yards down, his rope and patience had both run out. When he’d pulled the rope back, its end had been bitten off. After that, no one had tried to study the abyss again, and powerful spells had been cast along its borders.
Low, one-story brick houses sat on either side of the street. Lanterns shone with delicate white light. Few people got the opportunity to go to the surface, and the locals told legends about the sun the same way people spoke about Underworld City on the surface.
Soon, outbuildings and a bridge, beyond which pastures and farms lay, replaced the houses. There were some wells there, from which copper pipes snaked out, hidden under the rocks. The witch finally stopped once she got there.
“You’re late, Tilis,” a short, stout man with a paunch grumbled.
“Next time, send a servant who doesn’t have his own seed splashing around in his head to fetch me,” Tilis snorted.
Of the six people present, two of whom were armed with a sword and spear respectively, only Tilis was a woman, but no one commented on her caustic remark.
Anyone who had studied at the Underworld City School knew very well how sharp the two witch-sisters’ tongues were. And since every citizen of the city had studied there...
“The sentry spells signaled,” the potbellied man continued, “that there are two strangers at the entrance to the City. One of them has the Sage’s amulets, but they don’t belong to him.”
The people looked at each other and whispered. The Sage personally forged and issued a special amulet-seal to everyone who went to the surface. Only by using that amulet could they come back. The locals didn’t understand why they needed a key, and why it was impossible to return home without it, but they didn’t argue.
“Whose amulets are they?” Tilis asked.
The man winced and looked away.
“Whose are they, Ramukhan? Don’t avert your eyes!”
“I'm sorry, Tilis...”
A wild, despairing cry filled the cave.
***
His consciousness did its best to leave Hadjar, but his strong willpower kept it in line. Einen wasn’t moving anymore. Viscous, thick blood flowed down his back and head. Hadjar wanted to scream, to call for help, but he couldn’t. He had no strength left.
The wind ruffled his hair and tattered clothes. Here, at the top of the mountains, it was strong and cold. Where was the entrance to Underworld City located? Most would’ve presumed it was in a deep cave or at the bottom of a chasm. However, that wasn’t the case. The entrance to the mythical Underworld City was at the top of a mountain. Surrounded by golden clouds, among the mountain peaks piercing the sky, it looked like the open maw of an ancient, frozen monster. In its throat, a hole gaped, covered in ivy.
Hadjar had listened to a lot of Serra’s stories about her homeland. He’d hoped that she herself would one day lead him through its stone halls, show him the famous white lanterns and the luminous ceiling.
For an instant, Hadjar even thought that the witch had really appeared at the dark entrance. His brother’s wife. It was only a trick of his tired mind, however. Holding a staff in front of her, the red-haired witch looked at him with hatred. She probably did, like all witches and beautiful women, really have something in common with Serra, but no more than that.
Her plump, scarlet lips said something, and golden hieroglyphs spun around the staff. Hadjar would’ve perhaps defended himself from her spell if he’d been less injured and weary. Right now, though, he could only look at death as it came for him.
“Wait, Tilis!” Someone urged.
A potbellied man appeared in front of Hadjar. The bells on his red, curved shoes made a funny noise as he moved.
“Step aside, Ramukhan! I’ll send this bastard to his shameful ancestors!”
A flash of light blinded Hadjar. She launched a stream of golden, orange-streaked flame from her staff. The potbellied man whispered something and drew a small semicircle in the air with his own staff. A wall of actual steel appeared around him, and the stream of fire broke against it.
Damned True Path, Hadjar thought. No merely adequate Technique would’ve been capable of something like this, not even the tricks that Shakh had used.
“Let me go, chekhars!” The red-haired witch growled after she was wrapped up in strong ropes.
“She’s crazy!” The man controlling the ropes snarled. “Take her to a cell, lock her in there, and report this to the Sage. Let him decide what to do with his disciple.”
The screaming and wriggling, tied up, red-haired witch was dragged to the entrance. Her screams reached Hadjar. They contained promises to kill him, terrible curses, and insults aimed at his ancestors. Or as Nero would’ve put it, the standard set of a very dissatisfied person.
Even his unyielding willpower couldn’t hold back unconsciousness any longer. Before the world plunged into darkness, Hadjar saw the potbellied man leaning down toward him.
“Those are good eyes, stranger. With them, you’ll survive in the Pit...”
Then everything was darkness.




Chapter 332

Heavy, black clouds streaked across the sky. Several figures stood atop a cliff. They watched soldiers fighting at the foot of the cliff. Hundreds of thousands of men, clad in light leather armor, were attacking an enemy fortification.
Giants that had been hired in the Empire by the defenders of the city roared defiantly. Using their enormous maces, they scattered the soldiers of the Sunshine Army in many different directions. The sand covered the dead bodies. Scarlet blood shone in the light of the burning sky.
The massive city walls seemed impregnable, but the people on the cliff were certain that they would fall.
At the highest point of the castle, extending far beyond the mountain ridge, a head peeked out cautiously. It was the old sheikh, who had long ago forgotten how to hold a saber properly. He was afraid to leave his palace and fight Sankesh.
He had been a Spirit Knight once... Now he had only the title, but none of the power. For thousands of years, the sheikh hadn’t taken up his weapon. By the Evening Stars, he was afraid that he’d already grown so weak that he would only be able to handle a single Heaven Soldier, nothing more.
At the foot of the walls, the battle was in full swing. Flashes of Techniques and spells made the air shimmer. Burning stones, boiling tar, and oil fell from the parapets and onto the besiegers’ heads as they climbed up the stairs. A dozen giants, forty feet tall, easily did enough fighting for thousands of practitioners. Their steps made the ground rumble, their blows shook the air. However, even these monsters that the sheikh had spent a lot of money on couldn’t hold back the onslaught of the Sunshine Army.
Sankesh’s troops got even closer to the walls. Massive cannons were turned toward the central gates. Enormous and heavy, these cannons could’ve leveled many fort walls in Lidus, but here they were considered a common siege tool.
“Cowardly dog,” somebody cursed.
Sankesh didn’t even turn around. His crimson cloak fluttered in the wind. Legends said that he’d soaked it in the blood of thousands of his defeated enemies and, though it had once been white, it was now as red as the blood it had been steeped in. He’d never denied the stories. Fear was sometimes more useful than even the most ferocious army. His wavy, black hair lay across his broad, muscular shoulders and mighty chest. Across his midsection, a golden tattoo of the rising sun seemed to shine brightly.
Sankesh didn’t wear armor over his chest. Each of his opponents could see his bronze skin, covered only by the tattoo, and without any scars. This was how Sunshine Sankesh demonstrated his power and military prowess: not a single sword or arrow had ever touched him and the proof was right there, plain for all to see.
Heavy, golden bracers on his forearms were the only armor he wore. Instead of a belt, he wore a wide, silk sash fastened to a light chain armor skirt. His bare, strong legs looked capable of crushing the walls of the besieged city on their own. They were only protected by golden greaves.
Sankesh leaned on a heavy ax. A mighty desert stallion stood nearby. It was so huge that, to an ordinary person, it would’ve seemed like a monster. To Sankesh, it was a loyal friend who’d often helped him out in even the most difficult situations. The animal’s eight powerful hooves kicked up sparks as they stamped on the rocky soil beneath.
Behind Sunshine Sankesh, riding simple horses, was a group of northerners. Not the kind that came from Lidus or Balium, little more than pampered, thin-skinned, grimy beggars. These were real northerners. They had golden hair. Their eyes were clearer than the purest water. The skin was as white as bone. Even here, in the desert, they still wore heavy armor. Decorated with numerous patterns, it radiated an aura of cold. Each of the nine horsemen was a Heaven Soldier, ranging from the Initial to the Peak stage.
Their helmets, crowned by the horns of wild, lethal creatures, inspired fear and respect at the same time.
Sankesh had chosen them to be his personal bodyguards due to that particular trait. The northerners from Darnassus respected fear. They were still, even during the heyday of civilization, offering up bloody sacrifices to Derger during celebrations and holidays.
“He isn’t a man! He’s a terrified young virgin!”
The northerners laughed amicably. Their accents were like the grinding of a millstone and the roar of a hearth combined. Their massive figures made the thin desert dwellers tremble.
Sankesh was grateful for the old war that had caused him to live in the north for almost half a century. He’d become stronger there, his body had been tempered, and even his presence had grown more potent. After that experience, he’d been able to return home and claim the Crown of the Desert.
“My Lord,” a gentle voice beckoned. However, by the Evening Stars, the one who succumbed to its sweetness would be a fool to do so. Arliksha, Sankesh’s daughter, had long been on the verge of becoming a Spirit Knight. Her illusion Techniques were so refined that, even as a child, she had been able to mislead everyone, even her father.
His daughter held a long leather leash. At the other end, a little girl was twitching nervously. She was wearing a torn caftan, had disheveled hair, bruises on her face, broken nails, and her bloody hands seemed to have strips of skin peeling off of them.
Her legs were injured and she wasn’t wearing any shoes. An affliction of the sands was already rising up her calves — her skin was covered in a white crust, and soon it would peel and fall off. It the girl didn’t get treatment for it soon, her bones would be exposed to the harsh air in no time.
“Stand up, Arliksha.” Only when talking to his daughter did Sankesh express any emotion. Some said that he’d copied this trait from his Teacher, Rahaim.
“I’ve brought the Key,” his daughter tugged at the leash and little Serra fell onto the stones. Even after landing on her face because she’d been unable to put her hands up to protect it, she didn’t even cry out or sob in pain.
Sankesh tilted his head and walked closer. Squatting down, his curiosity nearly overwhelming, he examined the creature that was so ancient that she could remember when there’d been a real sea here, instead of the Sea of Sand.
“Don’t you feel any pain, Key?” He asked.
Serra looked up at her captor. The look was full of both the scorn of a small child and the fury of a being that was millions of years old. She wasn’t human, but a creature that the inhabitants of the Mage City had made long ago.
“You’ll die soon.”
“Maybe,” Sankesh shrugged. “Or maybe not... if I become an Immortal or a God.”
Sera shook her head and wiped away the blood from her broken lips and nose.
“Even if you do, you’ll die soon regardless.”
Sunshine Sankesh arched his left eyebrow.
“Hadjar will kill you!” Serra cried out with all the anger a child was capable of. “He’ll come to rescue me and he’ll kill you. And your whole army. All of you! He’ll kill you all!”
Sankesh’s lips curled into a wide grin. He took Serra by the scruff of her neck like a kitten and, his arm outstretched, held her over the cliff.
“Look, Key! Look at the greatness of a future god!”
Fire was burning in the city. It had fallen to the might of the Sunshine Army. The giants, defeated, lay on the bloody sand. The broken walls collapsed right before their eyes. The massive gates turned into a pile of rubble. Millions of soldiers rushed into the city, the battle cry of the army on their lips. They chanted “Sunshine!” over and over and they looked like insane, predatory creatures. The citizens cried and screamed in anguish, the statues fell, the houses and fountains collapsed. Like locusts, Sankesh’s army leveled the city.
“He’ll kill you all!” Serra’s face showed no fear. Her voice sounded firm and confident. “Because Hadjar is a dragon!”
“Dragon?” Sankesh snorted. His pride was hurt by the child’s apparent fearlessness. “Can your Hadjar do this?”
Throwing the Key behind him, Sankesh lifted his ax over his head. No dragon, no city, and no army could stop him, as he was a future god.
Golden energy swirled around Sunshine Sankesh. It assumed the form of a huge tornado and pierced the blazing sky. Lightning struck the battlefield. With a roar, Sankesh swung his ax down hard.
“Executioner of Cities!” He roared out.
Serra’s eyes widened in horror as the city was bathed in golden flames, and then disintegrated into hundreds of pieces. With a cry, the sheikh of the city died in the attack as well, unable to defend from it.
Finally seeing fear in the girl’s eyes, Sankesh grunted in satisfaction.
***
“Serra!” Hadjar opened his eyes.
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