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PREFACE
In the first book, Hadjar lost it all. His body ruined, parents dead, and his title of Prince replaced by a slave collar. It seemed like Primus had deprived him of everything. 



 
But no one can take away a man's will to fight. Even if his heart turns into a bleeding stone due to endless grief and suffering, it won't matter. 
The most important thing was that he still had the will to go on. The thought of taking revenge on his family's murderers gave him the strength to survive. 

After receiving a piece of the mighty Dragon's heart, he regained his strength and enlisted in the army, where he made real friends and fought by their side in many battles. He started harnessing his new power and acquiring great knowledge. 

Hadjar has already had many adventures, but this is only the beginning of his great journey, full of magical mysteries, palace intrigues, epic battles, tempestuous love and the cultivation of his power...



 




Chapter 74

Hadjar started running his fourth lap with a bundle of six giant logs strapped to his back and shoulders. In doing so, he had already almost broken the record of his former commander — ‘Bear Dogar.’
Message to host:
 
	Strength

	+0.02


	Physique

	+0.001





A slight smile crossed Hadjar’s lips.
He had never paid back those few barrels of beer he’d owed the man. That’s how much he had lost to his commander. Alas, now he could only pay him back in the next world, and Hadjar was definitely in no hurry to get there any time soon.
He was, however, pleased that he could beat Nero, who usually ran by his side while shouldering five logs. This was less than Hadjar carried but more than a practitioner of the Formation Stage could usually cope with. Apparently, Nero had some kind of secret—and probably more than one.
Nero now stood in front of the ranks of recruits; there were maybe a thousand people here. At least, that’s how many they had chosen for their new squad, with General Leen’s permission. There were a lot of very strong recruits — both male and female — and none were at a level lower than the second stage of the Bodily Rivers. Hadjar was sure that many of them could pass the officer’s exam.
Officers Hadjar and Nero were famous now. They had received a lot of attention, mostly in song form, after the battle at the Blue Wind ridge—especially their flight on the back of the reptile and using the enemy’s cannons against them.
A lot of the young people considered them their idols. Therefore, there were always plenty of those who wanted to serve under the famous officers—many more than the thousand that stood before them today. Nero had had to narrow the selection down from over seventeen thousand! A good bit of effort had been involved, considering that there had originally been over seventeen people all vying for a single spot.
“So, fighters,” Nero said, walking along the ranks. “Take a good look at the parade ground. For the next two months, this will be your home. Your second home, at any rate, after our Healer’s tent.”
Nero waved his hand toward the Scholar who usually sat in the shade, near a barrel full of his odorous poison. Currently, Serra was with him. They were reading some old scrolls together and passionately discussing something.
Hadjar could hardly make the Healer join them. He had been a close friend of Dogar’s, and he felt incredible pain while looking this new squad. Only the opportunity to talk to Serra distracted him from his grief.
What did any scholar appreciate more than quiet in his research lab? He only valued the chance to communicate with enlightened men more, or with a woman, in this case.
Nero continued to address the ranks. “If anyone here thinks that this is an exaggeration, I advise you to reconsider. I’ve even elected to downplay the reality of it, so as not to scare you off and make you run back to your mothers.”
The recruits looked at each other, but they didn’t make a sound. No one dared to utter a word.
“Look at our valiant commander!” Nero shouted, breaking the silence.
In unison, the soldiers turned to look at Hadjar as he continued to run around the parade ground. Topless, he looked solid. Every vein and muscle was clearly defined on his tanned, slender body. Only then did they stop doubting the power of their commanding officer.
Earlier, when they’d seen this sleek, tall young man, they had suspected that the bards’ songs had been embellished and more propaganda than the fact. Now that his top was off, they saw Hadjar’s figure, which looked as if it had been sculpted by an artist, and watching him carry the six huge logs on his back... Well, they couldn’t believe their eyes.
Nero continued: “Every morning, you’ll carry a log on your back and run with it for two hours! After that, you’ll have ten minutes of rest, during which everyone will drink at least one full glass of the brew provided by our most venerable Healer! Don’t be fooled into thinking it’ll be as fragrant as your grandma’s tea, though - ha! I assure you, you haven’t tasted poison such as this before, even if you have previously drunk straight from the garbage!”
The Healer seemingly heard the comparison, but he wasn’t offended by it, far from it. He just proudly raised his chin and the hint of a smile appeared at the corner of his mouth.
“After jogging, you’ll be divided up! Some of you will go to the obstacle course, and I assure you, the dummies’ truncheons aren’t wrapped in rags there! If you get a fracture, the Healer will cure you by morning, of course! But—and this is a big but—you’ll lose my respect, which none of you have even managed to earn thus far, and the following day, you’ll get to run with a heavier load!”
Hadjar attempted to hide his smile as he ran, but he didn’t succeed. Nero carried out his duties as an assistant much better than Hadjar ever had.
Once upon a time...
In fact, less than six months had passed since he’d been the one filling the role of Dogar’s assistant. Now, though, after everything that had transpired, it seemed like a lifetime ago.
Time had an odd way of going by during wartime. Sometimes, it was as slow as a snail, and yet, at other times, it was as quick as a diving falcon.
Nero’s raised voice brought Hadjar out of his reminiscing.
“After the obstacle course, you’ll spar or have target practice! Each of those exercises will also last two hours! During the short ten-minute breaks, you’ll again drink the Healer’s brew! In the evening, the healthiest soldiers will bring those who aren’t able to walk to the Healer! If you have enough strength left to go into town after that, then... well, damn! I’ll send you back to the training ground once again! Only those that can handle a threefold increase in training difficulty can go into town. Oh, and just so you know, the standard difficulty is running for three hours with three logs on your back, so I wouldn’t suggest making any plans!”
The soldiers started whispering, but no sooner had they started than they abruptly stopped and silence once more hung over the parade ground. As he ran past the recruits, Hadjar looked in their direction. It was enough for many of them to forget how to breathe.
For a moment, they saw not a man looking back at them, but rather, a predator, a wild beast. One that was terrifying, ferocious, and ready to tear the sky itself apart. The gaze of his clear, blue eyes was frightening and yet somehow fascinating to the men and women that stood motionless, staring at him.
Some even thought that, in the deepest, darkest depths of that gaze, they could see a curled up, sleeping dragon. They had no doubt that, at any moment, the dragon could unfold its wings and bare its fangs.
“I don’t understand why you’re just standing around!” Nero shouted, putting a bundle of five logs on his back. “Come on! Move it! Otherwise, you’ll be running until dinner! Which will be... tomorrow evening! Now… FUCKING MOVE!”
The recruits immediately rushed over to the log pyramid. Groaning, moaning, and drenched in sweat, they haphazardly threw the logs across their shoulders and, for the most part, found they couldn’t even move. Most of them stumbled, limped, and almost crawled around the parade ground. In their eyes, these officers were no longer just living legends. Not merely the heroes of bards’ songs.
No.
They were demons that had crept out of the abyss. It was only their first day with this newly formed squad, and some of the soldiers were already cursing the day they had decided to join it.
“They’re sickly.” Hadjar sighed as Nero caught up with him.
“Don’t worry. We’ll train them up,” his friend replied.
Hadjar looked to the north. There, the army of Balium, which no doubt numbered in the millions, was preparing. By now, the enemy had surely not only doubled their advantage, but had most likely increased their numerical superiority tenfold.
“We’ll make sure they survive, Hadj,” Nero said, sensing the troubles that plagued Hadjar’s thoughts as he turned to gaze northward as well.
“Even if the sky itself cracks?” Hadjar asked.
“Even if the sky itself cracks,” Nero agreed.
Next to the barrel that marked the center of their parade ground, the new standard of their squad was flying in the wind. It depicted a huge bear, wearing armor, and raising its large paws toward the heavens. Its eyes were clear, almost human in their intelligence.
The bear was still watching its charges.




Chapter 75 

Sitting in the lotus position, Hadjar absorbed the energy of the world around him. He closed his eyes and breathed in the manner described in Traves’ meditation scroll that lay at his feet. Maintaining a proper breathing pattern and circulating the absorbed energy with this special Technique, he felt that he was progressing much faster than he otherwise might have. It took him only a single night to absorb all the energy. It wasn’t so long ago that he would’ve needed a whole month to do so. Finally, he was making real progress.
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With every breath, he could feel the energy of Heaven and Earth penetrating everything around him. A kind of ephemeral substance that was in the air, water, fire, trees, iron, people, beasts, and everything that was under the boundless skies, in the flow of the endless waters, or beneath the granite earth.
This energy infused everything, even keeping secrets and guarding mysteries that Hadjar couldn’t begin to understand. Try as he might, he couldn’t find his way back to Traves’ Palace. He had been so eager to return there every day, but he couldn’t find the entrance in the endless dark of his subconscious. It was beginning to frustrate him to the point that he felt like giving up.
The only thing he saw in this bottomless darkness were the five sparkling Fragments which had once been an integral whole—the Seed. But thanks to his power and will, Hadjar had been able to break the Seed into these smaller parts. He had made each of them grow, gradually making every one bigger than their progenitor Seed, and then he’d nourished each of them with power.
He had discovered some interesting information while he’d been perusing the librarian’s scrolls, which he was constantly renting and never buying, thanks to the neuronet and its memory access. It had been suggested in the scrolls that a practitioner’s talent could be made almost limitless.
This meant a superior stage Heaven Soldier might be so strong that they could defeat an initial stage Spirit Knight. On the other hand, they might botch it and end up so weak that the Knight would wipe the floor with them without even trying. There was so much information to take in. At times, Hadjar worried that he wouldn’t have room in his mind to remember everything that he needed to.
It depended on too many factors: on Techniques and a cultivator’s skill, as well as how well they knew their bodies and the world around them. Moreover, Hadjar had learned that true swordsmanship didn’t end at the ‘Wielder’ stage, which had come as a surprise to him.
He had recently discovered this fourth stage. However, there was no significant information about it in any scroll, merely vague hints and discreet mentions.
Hadjar was beginning to see the sword as more than a tool of revenge. Every time he held it in his hands, with each slash, he felt that it wasn’t just a shaped piece of metal made to end people’s lives. Instead, he felt like there were secrets and mysteries locked up within, hidden behind the veil of this reality. He sensed that answers were waiting for him, hidden within those depths.
Answers to the questions that continued, even now, to torment his soul.
Only the sword could give him the knowledge and freedom that he truly desired. The ability to decide his own destiny, and the opportunity to see and explore this boundless world.
All of these thoughts came to him as he took another breath. All of them hidden in the particles of the absorbed energy that surrounded him. Absorbed via the nodes, the energy passed through the meridian rivers, and then rushed into the Fragments. With his every breath, they sparkled a little brighter.
As the librarian’s scrolls had described, talent could usually be measured. It was possible to do this during the initial stages, when the difference in a practitioner’s power wasn’t so visible, by counting the number of Fragments.
It was said that very ordinary practitioners were only able to break the Seed into two Fragments. Those who were a little stronger managed four. The average level was five Fragments, and only the most talented of geniuses were able to split the Seed into seven Fragments.
It was quite logical, really, since the more Fragments existed, the larger the Core of power would be.
Hadjar didn’t mind admitting to himself that he was quite pleased with his results. He had no desire to be a genius. As long he had his sword, even the gods themselves would come to regret it if they stood in the way of his vengeance.
He didn’t need talent for cultivation, or regalia, or a title—only the sword. He would prevail against everything with it and conquer anything that existed under the endless sky that came between him and his destiny.
Hadjar opened his eyes.
The air in his tent vibrated slightly, and the talisman, which had recently ‘entered’ reality, appeared before him again. A strip of yellow paper spun in the air before him, emitting a beautiful, orange light, warning him of approaching danger.
Hadjar adjusted his battered, torn and patched up clothes. He then stroked the sleeping, purring Azrea, took the sheath that contained his sword, and left the tent.
“Is he here?” Serra asked, tying her belt.
Behind her, Nero was hopping on one leg, trying to get his boot on the other one, but wasn’t having much success.
“Why do you presume it’s a  ‘He’?” a female voice asked in the darkness.
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An assassin from the Ax clan was hiding in the shadows. Judging by the emanations of her aura, she was at the Transformation of the Body stage. Hadjar had already fought a practitioner of that same level, and he’d been much weaker at the time.
“You didn’t have to get up.” Hadjar looked at the pair, shook his head, and unsheathed his sword. “I can do this myself.”
“But...”
Nero laid his hand on Serra’s shoulder and pointed behind him with his eyes. This time, the girl didn’t argue. She moved back and stood behind Nero as he also unsheathed his sword.
“I don’t need your help, Nero. This is my battle.”
“Of course, my friend.” A predatory smile flashed across his features. “But if you stumble, I’ll chop her head off before she cuts your throat.”
Hadjar chuckled. It was damn pleasant to know he always had his friend’s support, even in the most dangerous of situations.
“Have you finished discussing everything, my dear?” the voice from the shadows asked.
“Come out, assassin,” Hadjar replied, in no mood to prolong this foolishness.
He had no doubt that the whole camp would be fast asleep by now. The sleeping potion they had handed out earlier in the evening had sent his squad into deep oblivion. Nero and Serra hadn’t fallen asleep only because of... demons knew what. Hadjar sometimes thought it odd that most poisons and potions didn’t affect his friend. And why the caster hadn’t fallen asleep was something only she knew.
From the darkness, a woman came out into the light. She wasn’t insanely beautiful, but she was clearly pretty enough that she wouldn’t have any difficulties attracting the attention of suitors. Her long, black hair had a wide, red ribbon in it, which seemingly possessed its own consciousness.
The ribbon served as both a belt and a thread, linking the handles of her daggers. The daggers’ blades resembled the sharpened stems of beautiful flowers, and the guards looked like flower buds.
The assassin’s long, strong legs could be seen through a narrow slit in her lengthy silk clothing, and she approached barefoot, without making the slightest sound. She didn’t smell like perfume or have any natural fragrance, for obvious reasons, and a moment later, the emanations of her aura also disappeared.
If he were to cover his eyes, it would be like no one was standing before him.
“Why have you shown yourself?” Hadjar asked. “Your colleagues all attacked me from the shadows.”
“I wished to look upon the legendary Officer Hadjar.” Even her voice was light and strangely unmemorable. Like the gentle murmur of water as it lapped against the shore.
As she spoke, her clothes slid slightly down her left shoulder, exposing the tempting curve of her shoulder and a tattoo. There was also a jagged, red line that ran from her plump, lower lip down to her neckline.
“Have you finished looking at me?” the assassin asked, lowering her daggers and stopping when she was eighty feet from Hadjar. Apparently, word had gotten around and she knew about his ability to strike at a distance of nineteen steps.
“Don’t be angry with me, Officer. I feel nothing toward you, except perhaps gratitude and respect,” she continued.
“Gratitude?” Hadjar was surprised. This was rapidly turning out to be the strangest assassination experience of his life.
Never before had the assassins sent by General Larvie thanked him.
“My family used to live in one of the villages looted by the nomads. My father, mother, and my brother with his wife and children…”
Hadjar also lowered his blade. Now he understood why she’d felt the need to talk before attempting to take his life.
“Then go away. Leave,” he implored. She’d already suffered enough loss. Her life seemed to be the only thing she had left to lose.
The assassin laughed despondently.
“You know that I can’t do that, Officer. I am from the Ax clan. We are paid money. We do the work we’re paid for.”
“I’ll pay twice as much for you to go,” he offered, though he feared he already knew her answer.
The assassin’s gaze became angry.
“Don’t insult me, Officer. You warriors have your own notions of honor. We have them, too. If I am paid, I’ll execute the order or I’ll die trying.”
For a while, they stood and silently looked at one another. Then they both put their right hand, clenched in a fist, against their open left palm. They bowed, paying their respects to each other’s honor and valor.
This time, not an assassin, but rather, a warrior, had come to take Hadjar’s life — no matter what she claimed to be — and Hadjar had respect for any warrior. He knew that it wasn’t easy to put one’s life on the line time and time again.
She took her fighting stance, holding the right dagger in front of her and the left one behind her back. The wide, red ribbon fluttered faster, circling around her like a cocoon.
Hadjar seemed relaxed, lowering his blade and enjoying the east wind as it ruffled his long hair.
The woman’s movements appeared to be simple, and yet, at the same time, they remained somewhat elusive. She seemed to effortlessly disappear from one place, only to emerge from the darkness in another. There was a brief pause, and then the two daggers flashed, deflected at the last second by Hadjar’s now upraised sword. But as soon as he tried to retaliate, the lady disappeared into the darkness once again.
She once more appeared eighty feet away from him, her clothes swaying in the wind as she seemed to exude darkness itself. It might have been his eyes playing tricks on him, but it appeared to Hadjar as if she were wearing the night itself, not mere silk.
Hadjar dashed toward her and swung his sword, launching a ghostly slash. It was as thick as his palm and as tall as a sapling, leaving a deep furrow in the ground before slamming into the assassin. Such a strike could’ve cut an ordinary cultivator in half. However, it was now unable to free itself from the bonds of the red ribbon, vibrating helplessly as it sought to end her life.
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“Artifact,” Hadjar said, realizing what had happened.
In the next instant, the ribbon artifact directed the ghostly strike skyward, where it scattered.
Becoming a cloud of darkness again, the assassin slid across the grass. She didn’t move in a straight line,  constantly changing her trajectory instead, avoiding more than a dozen of those same attacks that Hadjar kept throwing at her. Apparently, her ribbon couldn’t protect her from all of the strikes, but then again, it didn’t really need to since she had such skill to fall back on.
Her speed was much greater than Hadjar’s, and her movements were also smoother than his.
Everything in her Technique was clearly geared toward only landing a single, insanely strong and accurate strike, killing her target in one blow.
Finally, she emerged from the darkness, poised above Hadjar. The assassin’s daggers blazed in the moonlight. Like two thin, deadly rays, they rushed toward Hadjar’s head and chest.
He ‘floated’ back and immediately swung his sword, utilizing the second stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. The ‘Calm Wind’ swirled around him, but the stance, normally capable of stopping the impact of a battering ram, merely slowed down the thin blades.
They broke through his shield and left two deep, red lines on his body, and the first drops of blood that had been spilled in the fight fell to the ground.
The assassin descended, making sure she was eighty feet away, as before, her daggers still sparkling in her hands as the hint of a smile appeared on her face.
“You deserve to have the bards sing about you, Officer. The ‘Moon Flower’ Technique usually means certain death even for practitioners at the Transformation of Spirit stage.”
“I’m flattered.” Hadjar smiled broadly.
He felt no fear, no desire to escape or call on his friends for help. No, he was only glad that he had the chance to face such a strong opponent. Full of passion, his heart beating rapidly, he met this new, deadly battle head-on. Only by facing such skilled and lethal opponents and fighting them to the death could a person without great talent progress in this world.
Hadjar set his sword in front of him and swung it abruptly. “Strong wind!” he roared.




Chapter 76

The first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique was an attack stance. It used to merely invoke an almost invisible, cutting whirlwind, but since Hadjar had trained in it every day, fighting against groups of invisible opponents, his sword had become both faster and sharper. His understanding of the Way of the Sword had deepened and, in turn, had opened up new horizons for him in battle.
That was why something that had previously been invisible had now assumed the form of a blue whirlwind. It swept through the air, cutting deep furrows into the earth as it moved. It crashed into the red ribbon with tremendous force, but, same as with Hadjar’s previous attack, the ribbon held fast.
However, just like with the ghostly strikes, it could only protect against the first attack. When more ethereal swords emerged from the whirlwind, the assassin had to contend with them herself.
She was able to deflect the first two blades with her daggers, but the third one left a long, scarlet cut across her bare left shoulder.
The girl spun like a top and disappeared into the darkness, and the whirlwind went off into the forest, cutting down several trees along the way and then fading away into an indistinct haze.
“I deem you worthy,” the lady said, appearing near him once more, plainly visible. “My name is Delaha.”
“Hadjar Traves,” the officer introduced himself.
Such an exchange of names was a long-standing tradition that meant one was recognizing their opponent’s abilities.
A moment later, Delaha moved. Her daggers flashed and whirled as they fought up close. Their movements were more like the dance of a swan, despite the desperate struggle they were engaged in. Every strike was beautiful and elegant, carrying not only death with it, but an element of mystery as well.
They were so fast that even Nero found it difficult to follow the warriors’ movements. At times, he only saw flashes of steel, blue whirlwinds, or the moon rays that the assassin’s blades projected.
Aiming a vicious thrust at his throat using her right dagger, Delaha didn’t follow through on the deadly movement. Instead, she turned and redirected her other dagger at Hadjar’s stomach. He deflected the strike aimed at his neck with his blade and then twisted aside with a supernatural grace. The dagger sang through the air, cutting his clothes, but not breaking his skin.
Using the inertia of his dodge, Hadjar swung his sword in retaliation. Like a falling dragon, the strike bore down at Delaha’s head with grim finality. She immediately dissolved into the darkness, appearing once again behind Hadjar.
They kept performing their graceful dance of death. They fought near the ground, floating over the grass like the ghosts of past practitioners.
They fought in the air, trading light but still undoubtedly dangerous strikes.
Hadjar braced himself and assumed the first stance of the Technique, sending a cutting whirlwind toward his foe. But once again, it ran into the assassin’s red ribbon barrier. Taught by bitter experience, Delaha defended against the ghostly blades that followed more easily this time around.
She moved like a shadow and launched five moon rays at once. Each of them was strong enough to make a hole in a fortress wall. Hadjar was able to repel four of them with the ‘Calm Wind’, but the fifth one cut into his thigh after successfully evading his defenses.
Hadjar’s dance slowed down a bit, and his movements became careless.
And yet, he continued to battle.
He swung his blade at his opponent’s chest. When she deflected it with her right dagger, Hadjar twisted his body and turned around. He caught her left wrist and then jerked her hand with all the force he could muster, cutting her side with her own blade.
This sent Delaha into a rage. Disappearing in a cloud of darkness, she appeared a few feet above Hadjar. Her dagger-flowers flashed, and with a hawkish cry, she attacked the officer with a dozen more moon rays.
Hadjar waited for the deadly yet beautiful waterfall of moonlight to get as close to him as he dared risk, holding his blade with both hands and focusing as he closed his eyes.
Unfortunately, he couldn’t awaken that feeling he had tapped into during the battle with Colin. But still, he could feel that he was closer to it. So close that it only took him one strike...
Battle wasn’t just about swinging one’s weapon, it was a clash of wits as well. Delaha had lost the very moment she’d fallen into Hadjar’s trap.
After each ‘Moon Flower’ Technique, she would use a cloud of darkness. Not because she wanted to get some distance between them, but, Hadjar had realized, because she couldn’t fight for a brief period of time.
Now, stuck in the air after using her best assassination Technique, she was completely defenseless.
To Nero and Serra, it looked as if Hadjar had just accepted his fate. He was calmly greeting the cascade of moon rays. Just before the collision, though, when Nero was already swinging his blade and Serra was taking out a talisman, Hadjar made a single movement with his sword.
It was utterly simple and elegant, but still so strong that the nearby tents fluttered, a fire went out, and powerful waves spread across the grass, like the ripples that followed after a large stone being thrown into a lake.
It was as if a dragon had roared. The ghostly strike turned into a fang, rushing upward. The fang never left the blade, and Hadjar soared with it into the air. He flew through the moon rain, and as each ray clashed against his sword, it exploded into vibrant splashes of moon petals.
The warriors fell to the ground together.
Hadjar, wounded by the petals, and Delaha, run through by his sword.
Hadjar lifted the dying woman’s head.
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He mentally brushed aside all the neuronet messages.
“The songs don’t lie,” she whispered hoarsely, as blood trickled down the corners of her mouth.
“You fought well, Ax clan assassin,” Hadjar replied.
She smiled and took out a bloodied scroll from her clothes, her hand trembling with the effort.
“Your movements…” The blood at the side of her mouth began to foam. Her time was running out. “They are slower than your sword. Take it. Take it, Officer. It’s my way of thanking you.”
Hadjar looked into the eyes of his most recent opponent. There was no anger or hatred in them. Only respect and gratitude. Perhaps she’d planned this from the start. She’d intended to execute her orders with honor if she’d been the one to win. And if she perished, she would repay her debt to Hadjar and make him stronger.
“This is the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique. It’ll make you... faster.”
“Thank you, Delaha.” Hadjar cautiously took the scroll from her hand.
“Now…” Suddenly, a gleam appeared in the darkness of her eyes. “…kiss me, Officer. As if you loved me.”
She died there, in his arms. Hadjar stood up and, clenching his fist and covering it with his palm, he bowed low out of respect. This was the first time he had fought against someone who wasn’t an enemy, but rather, a worthy adversary—a fellow practitioner. A person that had held the same beliefs as him.
A while later, as he made her funeral pyre, he could still taste her lips.
They’d tasted like a newly bloomed flower.
***
The next morning, before going to training, Hadjar had a visitor. A broad-shouldered man accompanied Nero into his tent. In his hands, the man carried two long objects, both wrapped in several thick furs.
He placed them on the table and threw the furs aside.
The friends beheld two swords. One was long and heavy, with a broad tip and a narrowed upper and lower end. To Hadjar, it resembled the claw of a hawk or another bird of prey. It was certainly a high-quality blade.
Nero took it in his hands and made two small sweeps. Each of them caused papers to fly into the air and the mats on the ground to shake.
Hadjar took the second sword. It was a classic, double-edged, rectangular blade with a long tip, almost without a guard. It looked like any other classic sword, but, at the same time, it felt like something completely different. There was something about it that seemed to push his swordsmanship toward a new level.
Hadjar made only one lunge, and the power coming off the blade made a hole in his tent. Not finished, it then rushed toward the forest and cut into the nearest tree. A tree standing twenty-one steps away.
“The rumors about your mastery are true,” the Imperial Artifactor snorted. “Now you just need to give them names. Any spiritual blade must have its own name.”
“Spiritual!” Nero almost screeched with joy.
They had thought that only a Mortal level artifact could be made from the tigresses’ fangs. Certainly not a Spiritual one. It seemed like lady luck was truly on their side, this time.
Hadjar looked at the clean, mirrored blade, and the crescent-shaped guard that he held in his hands.
“The Moon Beam,” he said, smiling.
The blade flashed, accepting its new name.





Chapter 77  

It was strange that, for the next three days, General Larvie didn’t bother to send another assassin or spy. This concerned Nero and Hadjar greatly as they prepared for their foray. They had intended on going to the General’s castle alone, but then they’d taken the time to heed Serra’s words.
In the sky, around the ‘nest’ of Colin’s father, there were a lot of barely noticeable, translucent hieroglyphs. They might be some kind of protective enchantment, an alarm, or something to that effect. The friends didn’t want to fail because they’d rushed in without thinking everything through carefully.
Moreover, the only bridge to the castle was located above the mighty waterfall. Several soldiers were constantly on duty at this bridge, and in case of danger, there was a wooden section that folded away into one part of the huge, stone building. The castle was located on a hill, the northern part of which was inaccessible due to the absolutely smooth rock surface that led up to it.
“Don’t look at me like that, Hadjar,” Serra said when Nero handed her the telescope.
“It seems like all your spells are under the seal of your blood oath, Serra.”
“Most of them.” She shrugged. “And those that aren’t—well, they’re useless to you. Without a base to work from, you’ll just get confused or even harm yourself.”
Hadjar sighed heavily but didn’t argue. For several months, he had repeatedly asked Serra to teach him at least a few spells, but she’d always refused. As it turned out, the Master of the Underworld City demanded a blood oath from his disciples. This oath was in place to insure that they would never teach anyone without his permission being granted first.
“The protection is weak here,” the caster whispered quietly. The three of them were hiding in the bushes not far from the castle. “It appears to have been done by a rather inexperienced scholar. Even from here, I can see a few holes and areas that are almost as fragile as Nero’s self-esteem.”
“My self-esteem is okay,” Nero whispered back indignantly.
Nobody paid him any attention.
“How long will it take you to remove it?” Hadjar asked.
“If I do some dirty work and make plenty of noise, it’ll just take a couple of seconds. If I do the work neatly…” Serra thought and frowned slightly, her graceful eyebrows lowering as she did so. Even lying in the grass, she looked like a graceful cat. Hadjar understood why his friend had fallen in love so quickly. “It’ll take me no less than half an hour. After that, you’ll have fifteen minutes.”
“Fifteen minutes,” Nero repeated, taking the telescope from his lover. “During which we’ll have to climb the steep hill, enter the castle, and kill a practitioner who is on the verge of reaching the level of Heaven Soldier.”
“If he hasn’t already become a Heaven Soldier,” Serra admitted. “Nobody’s come after Hadjar for three nights, remember?”
“Do you often watch my tent at night?” Hadjar grinned, but saw only a skeptical look in return.
“You aren’t very good at bawdy jokes, Officer,” Serra said and nodded in Nero’s direction. “That’s his prerogative.”
Nero muttered something indistinct. But, as he didn’t want to spend a night in Hadjar’s tent, he didn’t repeat it out loud. Usually, Nero and Serra got along well; she didn’t often get angry with him. Especially at night. Those were the times when Hadjar had to go to the training ground to avoid the endless moaning.
Of course, he wasn’t against extra training. In his opinion, there was no such thing as ‘extra’ training. However, he sometimes wished he could get enough sleep. That way, he wouldn’t have to gulp down the Healer’s potion the following morning.
In cultivation, post-training recovery was just as important as the training itself.
“We need a plan.” Hadjar nodded, crawling out of the bushes and brushing any dirt off his clothes.
“Really? You think so?” Serra asked mockingly.
Hadjar was aware that, to an outsider, Serra might come across as a bit of a bitch, when, in fact, she just didn’t know how to express her feelings. Every time she behaved like this, Nero and Hadjar understood that she was just worried. For both of them. She worried about Nero’s wellbeing more, of course, but she still worried about Hadjar as well. She was a good friend to them both.
While they were walking back to camp, Hadjar recalled the caster’s story. He was interested in it because, apart from living in Lidus, he hadn’t really known anything else. There was a huge world beyond the valleys and rivers.
Serra had lived in a city that was located near a large oasis. It was ruled by the wise, old Shah Al-Badin. He welcomed all scholars, as well as any sects and clans to his city. He built golden streets for ordinary citizens, and he paid for the training of many talented young men and women.
He wasn’t a holy man. He was just old, decrepit and slowly dying. He wasn’t outstanding, and he wasn’t smart, good-natured, or handsome. So, why would people remember him? Who would sing songs about him thousands of years later? Upon realizing this, he’d become determined to leave behind a worthy legacy to ensure his name would be remembered forever.
Serra came from the family of an ordinary shopkeeper. They traded silk threads. They bought them for ten silver coins in the ‘sand port’—the place where the caravans arrived, and then sold them on for fifteen coins, living off the profit. They hadn’t been poor, but had still been far from rich.
The equivalent of the medieval middle class, you could say.
Soon enough, Serra had demonstrated her talent. By the age of six, she could write and read... in five languages. She could read the formulas her father used for observing the motion of the stars, and she also helped her mother keep a basic account book.
Such talent had been noticed not just by the schools in the city, but also by an itinerant Scholar. He’d suggested that Serra and her family should accompany him to the enchanted Underworld City.
The residents of the valley kingdoms had never heard of such a place, but the inhabitants of the Sea of Sand had been brought up on legends about the wonderful city and its wise Master. The Master, who knew a thousand and one languages and could speak to the wind and birds alike; who knew the names of all the stars and could cast spells that made oases spring up out of the sand, made it rain, and even produced a white substance called ‘snow’.
Serra’s parents hadn’t believed the wanderer at first, so he showed them several magic talismans and their abilities. Needless to say, the very next day, they were standing at the city gates with their possessions. But they never left...
The Shah was very old, but he was still clinging to life, battling his own infirm body to see each new day as his plans to improve the city were put into practice. His grandson became more miserable with every day that he didn’t spend on the throne. So, on the very day that Serra was supposed to begin her new life, he started a revolt. A revolt which burnt down half of the city and took Serra’s family with it...
She somehow made her way to the Underworld City. The girl, who had been accustomed to hearing only good reports on her progress, was suddenly among other rather smart disciples. She had to work long and hard to keep up, forgoing rest and communication with her peers. Eventually, she succeeded, and five years later, reached the rank of Master.
After another ten years of studying, she went on her first journey with one of the other Masters and some disciples. They crossed the Sea of Sand and arrived in the territory of the nomads.
Hadjar knew the rest of her story. He could understand why the girl was so introverted and bitchy sometimes. It honestly felt like he was the only one who actually understood why Serra hadn’t returned to the desert yet.
Neither Serra nor the stubborn Nero seemed to realize it.
“It’s hectic today,” Nero said, walking arm in arm with the dark-skinned girl.
The three of them had just crossed the central street of Spring Town. It was always busy here—people were constantly trading, discussing something loudly, or hurrying somewhere. But right now, it was simply overcrowded.
“I’m not surprised that taskmasters such as you two don’t know anything.”
“We aren’t taskmasters,” Nero replied.
“And we do know something,” Hadjar added. “A festival will be held here soon, right?”
Serra turned to Hadjar and gave him a warm smile.
“Well, at least one of you is civilized,” she said. “Yes. Everyone is preparing for the Rain Festival.”
Of course! In this region, a long drought alternated with a protracted period of rainfall, instead of winter. Something like the rainy season in the north, only it was slightly shorter in duration.
“For the Festival, you say,” Hadjar repeated quietly.
That gave him an idea...




Chapter 78

While the city was preparing for the celebration, and General Larvie still wasn’t showing any signs of life (which was especially unnerving), Hadjar didn’t just sit around, waiting. First, he’d saddled his squad with intensive extra training. Then, after delegating the rest of his duties to Nero and Serra, he’d gone to his personal training ground.
He wasn’t antisocial, but most of his training required him to be calm and able to focus. That’s why he had cleared a small place, uprooted a few stumps, and covered the ground with sand. He needed a personal parade ground in order to improve his skills.
People said cultivators often found suitable caves and spent a hundred years or more in them. Hadjar didn’t really believe these stories, but it was possible.
Now, beneath the midday sun, he read the ‘Ten Ravens’ scroll carefully. The Technique wasn’t very strong—not even above the Mortal level, so it would become useless to him as soon as he set foot on the path of the Heaven Soldier.
The neuronet confirmed it.
Object: The ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique scroll
 
	Energy cost

	0.05/sec




However, he only had the first volume. He hoped that the later ones contained much deeper knowledge, like with the ‘Fried Sparrow’ (‘Scorched Falcon’). He thought about this as he read the Technique’s description.
It said that a person who mastered it could turn into the Ten Ravens. Their movements would become similar to the birds’ own—they would be fast and almost invisible to the naked eye. Especially at night.
Hadjar smiled.
The Technique was certainly best suited for assassins or thieves, with its advantages coming to the fore in the shadows and in the darkness of the night. However, Hadjar couldn’t find a method that would allow him to turn into a cloud of darkness. He felt that this had been Delaha’s most impressive ability, and it was the one he was most keen to learn.
Perhaps the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique wasn’t connected with that cloud ability? She could’ve had several artifacts—Hadjar had brought the ribbon and daggers straight to General Leen. Maybe the cloud had been something like the ghostly strikes of his ‘One with the Sword’ mastery?
Hadjar didn’t know anything for sure, but he didn’t intend to rack his brain, either. He really wanted to become stronger, which meant he needed to focus solely on increasing his speed for now.
Delaha had been right.
His sword was often quicker than his body’s own movements. Because of this, he usually had to slow his blade down. Previously, he had done it well enough. Now, however, when he held a real artifact of the Spirit level—the sword he’d named ‘The Moon Beam’—in his hands, he couldn’t slow it down effectively enough to use in battle.
Everything he knew about swordsmanship was embodied in this blade. It suited him much better than the typical, simple weapon given to an officer.
His attacks had gradually become stronger and faster. Even without reaching the stage of ‘One with the World’, he could hit a target at a distance of twenty-two steps, thanks to the artifact.
Hadjar smiled, remembering Serra’s calm gaze. When he and Nero had enthusiastically showed her their new blades, she’d inspected them as if she were an experienced merchant and delivered her verdict—they were at the Initial Stage of the Spirit level.
Hadjar didn’t know what that meant, but he figured that the Empire had deceived them—it was unlikely that the weapons, which didn’t possess any additional properties, except for their high quality, could possibly have been made from the Ancient Tigresses’ fangs.
However, you should never look a gift horse in the mouth. Hadjar wasn’t going to complain about his fate and the deception of the Darnassians.
Using the tip of his blade, he drew several circles in front of him. The distance between the circles and the radius of each circle were different.
Then, taking an armful of feathers, Hadjar carefully placed them in the center of each circle. He looked through the scroll again and noticed that, if he hadn’t been at the Formation Stage, this training would’ve been harmful to him.
He was required to circulate energy through his body, especially his legs, in a special way. He would master the initial level of the ‘Ten Ravens’ when he could step on each feather in less than two heartbeats without any of them being pressed into the sand. His movements would have to be far swifter and more precise than ever before.
Fortunately, the scroll contained detailed instructions and a description of the Technique, otherwise, Hadjar would’ve considered such training to be not just impossible, but absurd to even attempt.
Like a kangaroo, he kept jumping in and out of the circles until nightfall, re-drawing them and putting new feathers down again and again. Seven hours later, he finally managed to ‘fly’ correctly over one feather... out of 76.
Noticing that there was dangerously little energy left in his body and realizing that a member of the Ax clan could come after him tonight, Hadjar collected the feathers and returned to camp. Surprisingly, Nero and Serra’s tent was quiet. That was strange. They either loved each other loudly, or they argued even louder.
Thinking that the couple had gone off somewhere, Hadjar returned to his tent.
“We’ve been waiting for you,” Nero’s voice greeted him as he entered.
Serra and Nero sat at his table. They were freshly washed and dressed luxuriously. Serra had applied her makeup so skillfully that even Hadjar was amazed.
But what surprised him the most was the other person in his tent...
“My General.” Hadjar punched his chest and sank to one knee.
“At ease, Senior Officer.” General Leen nodded.
She was wearing her favorite armored corset and a three-toothed, steel hoop framed her golden hair, which was almost long enough to reach her hips. She wore only one gauntlet—the second one was no longer needed.
One of the creatures they’d fought had bitten off her left arm, and now the General either wore a wooden prosthesis or occasionally… she left the empty sleeve as is, swaying slightly.
“When were you going to tell me about everything that’s been going on, Senior Officer?” she asked sternly.
Hadjar looked at his comrades, but they looked away. No, she could hardly have learned anything specific from them. Honestly, he could scarcely expect to send an assassin on the eternal voyage almost every night without someone being aware. Well, maybe he could, but certainly not while he was in the camp of General Leen, albeit at a considerable distance from its center.
“May I ask, my General, what you’re referring to, exactly?”
“Do you have multiple secrets, Hadjar?” Leen arched her eyebrows slightly. Then, with a loud bang, she leaned forward and slammed a bundle of the Ax clan medallions on the chest/table. These were swiftly followed by the daggers and the red ribbon.
Damn...
“How long have you been going on dates with Ax assassins, Officer?”
Hadjar sighed. Well, if she only knew about this, then all wasn’t lost.
“About a month now, my General.”
“A month?” Leen didn’t even have to raise her voice, her tone alone was threatening enough. “For a month, Ax clan assassins have been skulking around my camp and you stayed silent? You’ve gotten impudent, Senior Officer! You are no longer an assistant. You are one of my commanders and cannot afford to be so irresponsible!”
“I know, my General,” Hadjar replied.
“Then why am I finding out about this only now?!”
Hadjar sighed and, with her silent permission, he sat down on a chair.
“It’s because of General Larvie. Rather, because of what I did to his son and your former adjutant.”
“I wouldn’t be a general, Officer Hadjar, if I were that stupid,” Leen said suddenly. “I understand that much.”
Hadjar was about to ask why she had come, in that case, but then he took in the General’s stern look. Previously, it could’ve bent not only Hadjar’s back but also split a rock in half. Now, however, there was clear fatigue behind the Moon General’s eyes.
Of course, she looked like she was only twenty years old, but in fact... In fact, she had spent much of her life in battle. She was tired. She’d lost her arm, and she’d lost close friends. No wonder she looked the way she did.
The battle at the Blue Wind ridge had broken something in her soul. Something very important and fundamental to her very being.
Then why had she come?
It was simple.
A year ago, upon learning that one of her commanders had been the target of several assassination attempts, she would’ve immediately taken up her spear. She would have laid siege to General Larvie’s castle and then put his severed head on a spike in the center of the city.
All that she could now do was aid them with their plan.
“Thank you, my General.” Hadjar stood and bowed.
“All four of us held a small War Council tonight,” she said. “This is what the general investigators will hear from me. The rest is up to you now, Officer.”
Hadjar gestured to his friends, and they immediately left the tent. He followed after them.
“Senior Officer!” The General called after him.
Hadjar stopped for a moment.
“Good luck.”




Chapter 79

Despite the late hour, everything was as clear and bright in the city as it had been in the afternoon.
Everywhere they looked, lights shone down from a variety of sources. The three friends were surrounded by burning torches, lamps hanging on hooks, and paper lanterns that had a small flame inside them. They were dangerous and highly flammable, but still insanely beautiful things.
The people were all having fun. They drank wine and beer, danced in the streets, and laughed and hugged each other with abandon. The fireworks seemed like they’d never stop, and flower petals floated through the air, covering the cobblestones with a colorful and sweet-smelling carpet.
Ladies wore their best dresses and handsome gentlemen walked along the streets with them, arm in arm.
“Officer Hadjar!” Many of them called out upon seeing him.
“Officer!”
He was often welcomed not only by soldiers of the Moon Army but also by the ordinary residents of the city. It was kind of funny, because seven years ago, they hadn’t even known his name. And when he had finally settled in ‘Innocent Meadow’, he’d walked around the city like an outcast, hidden away under a black veil. He vividly remembered the time a passer-by had seen his face under the cloak—they’d screamed in horror and run across the road, to the other side of the street.
Now, he was given flowers, and girls scurried around him, trying to convince him to dance with them or drag him in the direction of another tavern.
“Have a drink with me, Officer.”
“Let’s dance!”
“Let’s go watch the fireworks!”
They rubbed against him like cats, and Hadjar was glad that he had left Azrea, the white kitten, behind, sleeping among the skins in the back of his tent. If anyone was jealous, it was Azrea. Suddenly, Hadjar realized that General Leen had been left alone in his tent with the sleeping kitten. Fortunately, it was unlikely that the kitten would feel anything negative toward the one-armed General. And Leen probably wouldn’t lay on his ‘bed’ and disturb the sleeping animal. At least he certainly hoped she wouldn’t.
Suddenly, something elastic brushed against his arm and he felt a fleeting, feathery touch on his groin—an area that hadn’t seen any use since his meeting with Stepha.
“Come with me,” someone whispered in his ear passionately.
Hadjar turned toward the speaker, and a girl with a deep neckline, clearly demonstrating the magnificence of her body, was standing in front of him.
“Go to bed,” Serra hissed, and the previously confident young lady disappeared in an instant.
While his sweetheart wasn’t looking at him, Nero looked at the departing stranger with sadness in his eyes. He might’ve chosen this exact moment to regret his monogamy.
“A lot of people have already seen us,” Hadjar said, his true meaning remaining unspoken for now.
The others nodded, and so they turned off the main street into a narrow alley. Leaving the people who were walking around, drinking and singing, behind, they glided through the darkness like the assassins they had all too recently dealt with. However, their destination wasn’t the military camp. It was the castle.
Therefore, after being seen by many people at the festival, they slipped through the dark archway. Pulling out the items they’d need from a small crevice in the stonework, the three friends rapidly changed their clothes. They didn’t have time to observe the rules of decency, so Hadjar was able to see all the treasures that Nero got to enjoy at night. Serra’s beauty certainly drew his attention.
“Hey!” his friend protested, noticing that Hadjar was running his eyes over the caster’s figure.
“Sorry.” Hadjar smiled as he tried his hardest not to chuckle.
“Men.” Serra snorted.
The three friends wrapped themselves in black robes, leaving only narrow slits for their eyes, climbed onto the roof, leaving behind the lights of the fireworks and paper lanterns, and silently left the city. There were no guards on the walls—the residents felt safe under the jurisdiction of the Moon General; the city was in safe hands.
Climbing the wall, they swung over it and dropped down on the other side. Almost fifty feet of space had separated them from the ground. A common person would’ve shattered their bones while attempting such a landing, but since they were practitioners at the Formation Stage, they didn’t even leave a trace, moving with incredible ease and fluidity as they continued on their way.
Soon, they were running as if they were racing the shadows. The stars and moon provided a bit of light, which was enough for them to see in the dark. After running across a few streams and through a couple of ravines, they approached the foot of a hill. The castle, built of yellow stone, and looking like a bloodthirsty monster, was baring its teeth at the night. The building reflected Larvie’s nature well. The trio couldn’t imagine a more suitable home for the General.
“Do you remember the plan?” Serra whispered.
Nero and Hadjar both nodded. They had experience with similar forays and had gotten used to not talking during their missions. This habit had always made Serra a bit nervous, but this time, she was silent.
Hunting, the girl signaled.
The men smiled, and the trio split up. Serra went to the bridge, which was the most convenient point from which to ‘break’ the protective enchantments of Larvie’s castle, in her opinion.  Hadjar and Nero, meanwhile, were ready to climb the wall.
They paused at the foot of the hill, raised their heads, and gazed intently at the ghostly hieroglyphs that fluttered about in the gloom of the evening. They would only have fifteen minutes to get into the castle and kill the General. That, or they could turn around and flee if he’d really reached the level of a true cultivator and become a Heaven Soldier.
In any case, they couldn’t hope for a stroke of good fortune. Who knows what the General could send after Hadjar next time or what other cruelties his dark soul would come up with. Hadjar planned to take the reins of fate into his own hands and end the conflict before he was killed.
They stood at the foot of the hill, looking up into the sky and waiting for the hieroglyphs of the protective enchantment to blink. This would be their signal to start counting down their 15 minutes. Finally, the ghostly symbols faded, and a second later, as if nothing had happened, they once more enveloped the castle.
Two silhouettes could now be seen, swiftly climbing the steep castle wall.
The slope, though seemingly impregnable, didn’t pose much of a challenge to the two strong practitioners. Without spending even a tenth of their allotted time, Hadjar and Nero clambered up the fortress wall. While clinging to the smallest gaps and stopping at the slightest noises, each of them recalled that ill-fated night on the Blue Wind ridge.
Hadjar often saw the giant, fiery sword of the Spirit Knight in his dreams. The moment when the Knight had almost ended their lives by simply touching the handle of his blade. Hadjar had been powerless in front of such might.
What would’ve happened if the Spirit Knight had actually drawn his sword? Would there have been anything left of them and that mountain peak?
Don’t break the skin, Nero ordered, snapping Hadjar out of his recollection. Hunt carefully. Don’t take live prey.
They had gotten accustomed to expressing their not always humane thoughts with the help of hunter sign language long ago. What Nero was actually suggesting was that they should kill the guards without making any noise.
After getting past the stone ledge that enclosed the top of the wall, they reached the parapet, and Hadjar involuntarily remembered the battle at the Fort. Trying to get rid of these unnecessary thoughts, he slipped across the stone and slowly moved behind one of the watchmen who currently had his back to them.
Gently drawing his blade, Hadjar thrust the sword between the watchman’s cervical vertebrae in one precise, fluid movement. The soldier didn’t even manage to flinch or let out so much as a squeak. He remained standing on the wall, his nerves severed, drowning in the blood that quickly filled his armor.
Nero did the same. They’d been practicing that attack for the last few days. It hadn’t even been hard for the Scholar and Serra to build a believable wooden dummy for them to practice on.
Go to the den. Look around, Hadjar showed with his fingers, and Nero nodded to signal he understood.
They went through the passage to the armory tower and headed toward the central building of the huge castle that was seemingly trying to surpass the Royal Palace through sheer size alone. Apparently, the General’s ambitions had no limits.
Nero, who was in front, killed two guards with two quick strikes. He had silently wrapped the hinges in wet rags just in case, and now he was opening the small door in the castle gate. After going inside and looking around, he quickly waved for Hadjar to follow him through.
There are no predators here, Nero signed.
Hadjar followed after him, looking at the dead soldiers as he passed by them. They’d chosen the wrong ‘boss’, and gotten unlucky with their guard shift. It was common for this cruel world to end someone’s life. Neither Nero nor Hadjar were feeling any remorse. This could happen to anyone—even them.
Hadjar sheathed his dagger, drew his sword, and entered the castle. They still had work to do.




Chapter 80 

The interior of the castle was no less opulent than its outward appearance suggested. Fleece carpets covered the floors, imported from the farthest corners of the Sea of Sand, where they had been sewn by the best weavers that money could buy. The feet of the would-be assassins, wrapped in black rags, were drowning in the plush carpeting as they walked the castle’s hallways.
Tapestries hung on the walls. They’d been manufactured with such great attention to detail that it was even possible to distinguish every single helmet the thousands of warriors attacking the ancient city wore among the threads.
Bronze statues adorned most of the niches. Sometimes, Hadjar and Nero would freeze momentarily and grip their weapons because these statues often looked far too realistic for their liking.
Sometimes, they saw real paintings, but they were very few and far between because paintings cost a small fortune in this world. There were only a few master painters, so even the rich nobles could seldom afford such a luxury on their walls.
The pair moved silently toward the General’s bedroom. Fortunately, they had managed to get hold of a plan of the castle in advance, reducing the time they would’ve spent aimlessly wandering the hallways. They’d gotten one of the servants drunk, and he had explained everything to them in great detail. Hadjar’s neuronet had then created a detailed map based on the data they’d received from the unfortunate soul.
Nero suddenly raised his fist.
Hadjar froze and pressed himself against the wall, preparing to fight. However, instead of fighting, Nero caught a young servant girl and grabbed her in a single, swift movement. She didn’t even have time to scream as Nero clamped down on her mouth with his right hand and squeezed her lower ribs with his left.  
The girl quickly realized that if she didn’t move, the pain wouldn’t be so bad, and so she froze in place, trembling in fear at the fate she assumed would soon befall her.
Nero and Hadjar looked at each other.
They had to kill the soldiers, regardless of whether they were men or women. But they had never before killed servants who weren’t even able to wield weapons. Taking pity on the girl, Hadjar gently struck her in the temple, and the maid fell into Nero’s arms.
Acting quickly, the conspirators tied up the unfortunate witness and, by pressing on a few points, they blocked the nerve endings of the maid’s body for the rest of the day. Having finished with their preparations after gagging her just in case, they placed her in a suit of armor standing nearby and continued on their way.
“Time,” Nero said, keenly aware of their need to be in and out before the fifteen minutes expired.
Hadjar swore mentally. They had lost three precious minutes because of this damn girl. Now they only had nine minutes at their disposal.  Nine minutes to both kill the General and get out of the castle before it was too late.
The rest of their journey to Larvie’s chambers went by without a single incident. However, doubt filled their souls with every step that brought them closer to the massive, ironclad doors. They could feel unusual vibrations in the energy of the world around them. It was as if someone was absorbing the energy by concentrating it into one specific location.
When they got close to the bedroom’s entrance, Nero and Hadjar froze. Four soldiers clad in heavy armor were on duty. Their footsteps echoed in the corridor, and their armor glittered in the moonlight that entered the castle through the stained glass of the windows and the multitude of arrow slits.
Can you feel it? Hadjar asked with the help of his fingers.
Alpha, Nero answered.
Their worst fears had turned out to be reality. As the popular saying went, the worst outcome was always the most probable. On the other side of that door, General Larvie had made a substantial breakthrough on the path of becoming a true cultivator. Because of this, his obvious excitement was rippling through the surrounding energy, further complicating Hadjar and Nero’s mission.
The former practitioner and newly made cultivator absorbed an inconceivable amount of energy as he ascended to a new level. It was believed that the more energy one could absorb and recycle, the stronger the foundation of their further cultivation would be.
It didn’t matter whether the General had made a breakthrough thanks to the imperial scroll meant to enslave him or something else. If he succeeded, even the Moon General wouldn’t be able to beat him anymore.
They only had one chance. Just a single shot at stopping this.
Ready, Nero signaled.
Both of them, hidden in the darkness, were concealing their aura. But it couldn’t be suppressed forever, especially when they were going to be utilizing their best Techniques in the upcoming fights.
The guards were too slow to react. They’d felt the presence of the two practitioners lurking in the darkness somewhere, but the very next thing they felt was death.
The first deadly strike came in the form of a giant’s palm crowned with heavy blades instead of fingers.
The second fatal attack was a whirlwind of cutting wind, with ghostly swords hidden inside of it.
The guards were sliced up and torn apart. Blood spatter ruined the pictures hanging nearby and painted a new, crimson tapestry on the stone walls. Sections of armor fell with a loud clang, and the echoes from the fall were heard all throughout the hallways. The cries of the soldiers garrisoned there, weapons being prepared, and stamping feet immediately came from somewhere downstairs.
“We don’t have much time, buddy!”  Nero shouted.
There was no point in hiding anymore.
Covering his friend’s back once again, Nero took up a fighting stance and stood opposite the only set of stairs that led upward and to the General’s chambers.
“Hurry!” Nero shouted as he sent another ‘Giant’s Hand’ into the darkness.
The screams of the wounded could be heard, accompanied by large splashes of blood.
Hadjar turned to the door and kicked the hinges. His strike was comparable in power to that of an angry buffalo, and so it was no surprise when the iron sections of the door crumpled and the old oak shattered into splinters.
While Nero held back the advance of the garrison, Hadjar went inside the lamplit chambers. Filled with silk, brocade, and fringe, it was as huge as Hadjar’s room in the Palace of his father had been.
The ferocious man that he was here to kill sat in the center of the room in a lotus position, leaning against the giant bed. The scars that covered his face glistened in the moonlight, and the war hammer he’d used in many wars lay at his feet, the swirls of energy around him visible even to the naked eye.
Hadjar’s attention, however, was drawn by more than just the hammer.
A scarlet stone was lying in front of Larvie. It was like a glittering heart made of stone, and it evoked vague memories in Hadjar’s subconscious. Finally, Hadjar remembered.
Colin had eaten a similar stone during their duel, and then turned into an unknown creature. A creature that had been capable of many things that Colin wouldn’t have been able to do even after another fifty years of training.
“Damn it!” Hadjar swore, wiping his brow.
He didn’t want to know what Larvie would turn into when he made a breakthrough with this stone. Because, in addition to the strands of world energy, thick, scarlet ropes of raw power, emanating from the center of the stone heart, were currently being drawn into his chest.  
I should say something…
Instead, he just raised his blade. The Moon Beam was enveloped in ghostly sword energy, and a mighty wind swept through the chamber. It tore down the canopy and the heavy curtains, and the light of the evening outside flooded the room with silver as the sword turned into a dragon’s fang.
Larvie opened his eyes. They were completely inhuman—as red as the stone that lay in front of him.
A powerful gust of energy struck Hadjar’s chest like a battering ram and he nearly dropped his sword in shock as he was thrown across the room, flung about thirty feet away, and hit the wall near Nero—who had already closed the door leading to the stairs that were now covered with the corpses of the garrison that he had fended off.
“What the…”
Nero turned and saw the General calmly approaching them. He shook the giant hammer in his hand as he walked toward them, a shimmering red haze swirling around his body.
Hadjar had slid down the wall and was now rising gingerly to his feet. He gripped the hilt of his sword tightly, unable to decide whether he was getting up through determination or fear. He could feel a certain wrongness to this red energy. It wasn’t the same as the energy of this world; it was almost alien and incredibly strong and fierce.
“We’re too late,” Nero croaked, standing shoulder to shoulder with Hadjar.
“I was afraid that I’d have to follow you to the Balium border.” General Larvie laughed. “But I see you came to me on your own, Senior Officer Hadjar.”
Nero and Hadjar stood together in silence as they kept their eyes on their enemy. He exuded confidence and there was more than a hint of immense power coming to the fore.
“Power! What power!” He kept repeating, clenching and unclenching his fists. “This is how a true cultivator feels! This is what a real warrior is!”
The General swung his hammer, and the red shockwave caused by this simple action swept away part of the stone wall of the castle. Now Hadjar and Nero weren’t standing near the wall, but at the edge of a cliff instead, one that led to a dark abyss just waiting to devour them.
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“Have you ever fought a Heaven Soldier before?” Hadjar asked Nero.
“No,” his friend answered.
“Then it’ll be the first time for both of us.”
“You know what they say: The first time is always a pain-”
Nero didn’t get to finish his sentence, interrupted by an incoming strike. This time, the red wave that Larvie sent forth wasn’t aimed at the wall. It was directed at them.







Chapter 81
Nero and Hadjar used their Techniques at the same time. While the invisible dome of the ‘Calm Wind’ covered them both, the giant’s palm topped with five swords rushed to meet the oncoming scarlet wave.  The attack stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ had less force than the ‘Giant’s Hand’. So, without saying a word, they’d made a plan and distributed their Techniques accordingly.
The scarlet wave rushing forward looked like a red river and was so powerful that it simply swept away the ‘Giant’s Hand’. It vaporized it, only slowing its inexorable progress toward them slightly.
A moment later, a wave hit Hadjar’s defenses. Blood flowed from Hadjar’s nose, but he still resisted. Nero shouted something indistinguishable, but Hadjar continued to defend against the attack.
The blood was now flowing not only from Hadjar’s nose but also from his eyes and ears. It felt to him, at that moment, like he was trying to carry the whole damn castle on his shoulders. That one, simple swing of the Heaven Soldier’s hammer had been so incredibly strong and heavy.
However, Hadjar had endured. He was still breathing.
Falling to one knee and panting heavily, Hadjar spat out a lump of semi-congealed blood and flesh.
The friends were now standing on an island—there were no stairs or wall behind them any longer, just another abyss.
“This isn’t the power of a Heaven Soldier,” Hadjar groaned as his companion helped him get back up.
“You’re right,” Nero nodded.  “It’s a demon knows what!”
General Larvie laughed hysterically. The scarlet waves not directed toward the pair were now spreading down the corridor, almost in sync with his laughter. They crushed stone, tore down tapestries and crumpled the metal armor that stood in their path. Another wave reached Nero and Hadjar.
Nero stepped in front of it and sent the ‘Giant’s Hand’ out to attack it and hopefully help defend them again. This time, it didn’t get destroyed, but it still couldn’t really hurt the newly-ascended cultivator.
Dammit all! Even the uncontrolled flashes of his aura were stronger than their best Techniques. No Heaven Soldier could possess such power. It wasn’t possible. The General they were battling against was almost at the same level as the Spirit Knight on the mountain ridge had been, perhaps a little weaker. But there was no way that the two stages of true cultivators could be so very different!
“It’s so good…” The General sighed.
He calmed down and turned to the insects before him. They were mere ants trying to bite him. That was the way he perceived them, at least. He could have destroyed them at any moment. Without even putting any real effort into it.
“You.” The General pointed at Nero. “I’ll kill you quickly. But you, Officer Hadjar, I’ve prepared only the best and most amazing of attractions for you. If you suddenly decide to die in the process, then, I assure you, my healers will return you to me, even from the other world…”
“Go to the abyss!” Nero spat, and Hadjar tried his best to find a way for them to safely retreat.
To make matters worse, no matter how much he asked the neuronet for a solution, it still continued to show the same red messages that inevitable mortal danger was threatening the host.
Why is it warning me about it if it’s inevitable!
“I’ve been there.” The General smiled, baring his teeth. The scars on his face were slowly drawn into his skin, and his inhuman, red eyes shone ever brighter. “Now it’s your turn.”
He swung his hammer. They had barely a moment to register the movement before a storm of the red energy that was so alien to this world was already swirling around the pair.
Nero and Hadjar prepared to go down fighting, giving their all. They would do everything in their power to not die today.
Their blades shone in the oppressive darkness, although their light looked like a joke in comparison to the raging, red storm. It was more like a ghostly haze.
“Stop,” a calm voice sounded.
Not just the inexorable fall of the hammer, but everything around them stopped at that moment. The birds even froze in the sky. They didn’t fall, but just stopped in midair, as if someone had pressed ‘pause’ on the world itself. Their wings barely continued to move, flickering beyond the normal perception of the human eye.
In the same way, the trees bent under the caress of the wind and also froze in place. The leaves flew off the branches, yet they didn’t fall to the ground, and the ripples in the nearby pond never made it to land.
The whole world stopped completely because of one simple word.
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Hadjar couldn’t blink, he couldn’t even feel his body! It wasn’t just that he couldn’t move it, he had also lost all connection with it. As if he was one stream of thought and nothing else.
Something was going on in the space between him and the General. It was as if an outsider had somehow cut the substance of the universe with a knife, and then forced their way out of the newly formed rupture in reality. No. Wait. SOMETHING had just come out.
It appeared before Hadjar in the form of a tall man, and yet, at the same time, it wasn’t a man. It slowly came out from the slit in the universe, and a myriad of black lumps of darkness swarmed beneath its feet. Lumps with burning, scarlet eyes.
The figure’s shoulders were covered with a grey cloak, the edges of which had fanged muzzles that growled as they bared their teeth. It was difficult to understand—was it a cloak at all, or was this some unknown, insanely hungry and predatory creature?
The right side of its face was barely visible from underneath its wide hat. But one look at the left side of its face was enough to make a person start praying to the gods. His eyes, for it was undoubtedly male, were red like burning coals, his skin was grey, and he radiated a deadly calm.
Upon closer inspection, and that wasn’t something Hadjar was overly keen on doing, the creature held something that resembled a bleeding, yellow sphere in his hands.
“I never thought I would find it here,” the same calm voice said, but the creature’s lips didn’t move…
The monster turned its head toward the chamber, and then the stone heart flew toward it. It hung in the air for a split second and then disappeared. It had existed a mere moment ago, but then it had flashed away in the blink of an eye.
One of the rings on the creature’s fingers had flashed at the same time.
If Hadjar’s suspicions about that ring proved correct, things were really not looking good for them. By simply walking, this creature had emanated a greater sense of power than anything Traves had ever done.
“Fate is so amusing.” The sound of the creature’s voice echoed through the castle, merging into flowing words. “I lost my artifact almost thirty years ago and now I have found it out here in the sticks, to my great surprise. But, alas, it seems that I wasn’t the first to find it.”
It came very close to the General, who still hadn’t completed his swing.
“Little ant, have you decided that you can use the demon heart as a simple ingredient to help you crawl along your path of cultivation?”
Hadjar really didn’t like the sound of that.
A little ant that was able to ruin a centuries-old castle with just an ordinary swing of his hammer, and who’d found himself crushing steel armor with merely his laughter... What else had it said?
The heart of a demon. Demons…
“I guess fate has chosen to bring us together. The equilibrium must be maintained, little ant.”
Nothing happened.
There was no surge of power, no pompous words, not a single movement from the gray-skinned creature. But, at that same moment, as soon as it stopped talking, the life of General Larvie ended. Just like that.
He remained frozen in place, still in the process of swinging the hammer over his head, and then his eyes glazed over and the light in them just faded. His life had been extinguished simply due to the mere desire of the creature.
Hadjar couldn’t move a single muscle while the creature, moving away from the late General Larvie, approached them. It literally floated above the stone plates, as if the Grim Reaper had chosen this very day to come for their souls.
“I’ll sing a dirge for you, brave ants. Don’t be angry with me and go quietly to your rebirth. I can’t leave any witnesses...”
Hadjar felt as if he was being slowly immersed in a whole cosmos of blood. He was drowning in it, but he still couldn’t move; he was being swallowed up by this maelstrom of death and despair.
Suddenly, everything stopped.
The creature approached him, pausing and moving its face closer to his.
“Fate is so amusing,” it declared, staring deeply into Hadjar’s eyes. “I see your face, ant, in the intricacies of fortune, on its countless roads. Fate has prepared another meeting for us. I won’t kill you today, brave bug.”
Instead, it leaned over to Hadjar’s ear and began to whisper.
Oh, demons! I wish it had remained silent!
Its whisper was like the ominous cawing of crows, the crying of a mother over her deceased son, or the despairing wails of a king as he watched his country burn before his very eyes. Its whisper was like the worst death Hadjar could’ve ever possibly imagined.
“My name is Helmer. You’ve met the Lord of Nightmares today, and you have survived.”
Helmer disappeared back through the rapidly vanishing slit in the universe. After his departure, the birds continued their flight, the ripples of water reached the pond’s shore, and the leaves plucked by the wind finally fell to the ground. As the world began to move once more, the General’s body collapsed to the cracked floor with a bang.
The castle shook, towers collapsed somewhere, and the cries of the fleeing people filled the night air.
“L-l-l-et’s get out n-now,” Nero stuttered, sliding his sword back into its scabbard.
Hadjar could only nod.
They tore away a huge tapestry from the collapsing wall, affixed it to the floor as best they could under the circumstances, and began to climb down the cliff face.




Chapter 82

They were sitting in Hadjar’s tent, and General Leen was no longer there. She had just nodded to them silently as they’d entered and returned to her tent. Echoes of the celebration could still be heard throughout the city, but Hadjar and Nero weren’t really interested in celebrating anything.
They sat back to back and couldn’t bear to part with their blades. Serra hadn’t been able to get a word out of them for over an hour now. She was going crazy with worry. The panic was reflected in her eyes, the same as the emotion that had remained in Nero and Hadjar’s eyes too. Fear. Real fear.
“The light,” Hadjar croaked suddenly, remembering the gloom under Helmer’s feet as it had stood before them.
“You’re right,” Nero agreed. “More wine.”
“What’s happening?” Serra shouted, but she was once again ignored by the pair.
Hadjar abruptly threw the paper covering the chests to the floor, opened the lid, took out an armful of candles, and then placed them all around the tent, his hands trembling as he did so. Nero somehow managed to open three voluminous bottles of strong wine at the same time.
Serra only took a sip, looking at her companions worriedly. They drained the bottle instantly. Stained with red wine, they looked at each other, and Nero picked up the second bottle.
When they sat back down on their chairs, they didn’t just have their swords in their hands, but also glasses overflowing with wine.
The white kitten, Azrea, crawled out of her skins and mewed anxiously, joining the increasingly astonished Serra in worrying about the men.
“Nero, speak to me.” Serra knelt down in front of the pale-faced warrior. She had never seen him and Hadjar in such a state before.
“Don’t be quiet, please,” she implored them. “What happened at the castle?”
Only after another half an hour, and two more bottles of wine, did Hadjar begin to speak. Despite the amount of wine he’d drunk, he didn’t feel drunk or even slightly intoxicated. Nero found that he felt the same way.
“What did you see?” Hadjar asked his friend.
“Only a few red flashes, and then the southern wall of the castle collapsed and began to fall apart like a house of cards. Then you ran over, grabbed me, and we disappeared. I honestly didn’t think people could run so fast.”
“Did you notice the frozen birds?” Nero sipped some more wine. “Or the frozen water?” he asked Serra.
“You’ve had too much wine,” she replied, but she left the bottle with the men.
“That means you haven’t seen them, then,” Hadjar said slowly.
“I don’t know what you mean. Explain it to me. Right now.”
The tent went quiet. Only the burning candles made a bit of noise occasionally. Hadjar had gone slightly overboard with them, and now there were so many lit candles in the tent that there was no place left for the shadows. But even that couldn’t calm the souls of Nero and Hadjar.
Hadjar had naively believed that he had experienced enough horror and fear in his life, and would never again be afraid of anything. In any case, he would be able to overcome his fear. Damn it, he wasn’t a coward!
He had fought against practitioners who’d been stronger than him by an entire level of cultivation! He had fought against hundreds of nomads, defeated monsters, and hunted Alphas. He wasn’t a coward…
But what he’d seen in the castle meant that what he felt now couldn’t be called ‘courage’, or even ‘fear’.
It was as if... if ... all his nightmares had come to life through this one terrifying vision. As if he hadn’t just looked at the face of the bottomless abyss, but had fallen into it. It was inexplicable. Only an ant that had been frightened by the roar of an Ancient Tiger could ever truly hope to understand it. Hadjar was the ant. The question here was… Who was the Tiger...
Hadjar drank two gulps from the bottle. The wine didn’t help him forget, but at least it warmed him enough to help him cope with the cold he felt filling his body.
“We didn’t kill the General,” he tried to explain.
“Then who did?” Serra asked as she turned slightly pale, observing her friends’ unusual state.
“I have no idea,” Nero admitted. “He only spoke to Hadjar.”
Hadjar gasped, remembering the voice of the creature. Gods and demons, its voice alone could stop the hearts of less hardy practitioners. Hadjar was sure that Helmer could’ve killed most, if not all, of their army by saying only a few words. Provided he even needed to speak at all. When he had ended the General’s life, his mouth hadn’t even moved.
“He introduced himself as Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares,” Hadjar explained, his voice barely above a whisper.
Serra shuddered. Now she looked really pale.
“Helmer? Are you sure?”
“As sure as I am of the fact that I see you in front of me right now.”
The girl shuddered again. She picked up a bottle of wine, opened it, and took a long swig. Placing the bottle back down, she took a deep breath and spoke.
“He was holding a bleeding sphere in his hands,” she said. “Revived nightmares were swarming under his feet, and hungry jaws bared their teeth at the edges of his cloak…”
“How do you know?” Nero asked, stunned.
Serra didn’t answer straight away. Instead, she took a chair and leaned back against her friends’ shoulders so they sat in a triangle. Only after draining her first bottle of wine, and taking a huge gulp from a second one, was she able to continue.
“You know nothing in these backwoods. Today, you are both lucky and yet unlucky.”
“Well, we survived,” Hadjar said, slowly starting to pull himself together.
He had met Traves on his life’s journey, so it was easier for him to realize what had happened to them this evening. Traves had been much weaker than Helmer, but he was still more powerful than most could even begin to imagine.
“You met an Immortal.”
“Immortal?”
Serra took another swig of wine.
“The path of cultivation is an extremely long one, this much you already know, and each new step is a game of hide-and-seek with death. That’s what my Master said, at least. But there are those who have reached the end of that path, who’ve reached the top. They reached immortality at the very peak of their journey. Their grasp on the fundamental truth of the universe is so deep that they can control the elements and space as they please. Some of them are even able to play with time itself. They didn’t just touch eternity, they found it. They are called the Immortals.”
Hadjar and Nero listened carefully to their friend’s story. They hadn’t heard about any of this before—even in the numerous children’s fairytales and myths. However, they had heard about the ring glittering on Helmer’s finger.
“One fairytale says that a peasant boy found a ring in a river. A ring in which he could hide his entire flock of sheep, and there would also be room left for his parents’ house. It was called a ‘Spatial ring’, as a wandering Scholar explained to him, and he offered him an elixir in exchange for the ring that would make even the weakest boy into the strongest of heroes. Our parents used to scare us with stories of Helmer when we were children.” Serra sipped more wine as she recalled the details. “It was said that if we behaved badly, then Helmer would come to us at night, and he would show us one of the nightmares. And if we got very frightened, he would turn us into a lump of fear, and we would follow Helmer forever more. The Lord of Nightmares would be our lord from then on.”
“Did you believe it?”  Nero asked.
“No one believed it.” The girl shook her head. “I would never have believed it myself, especially now, if I hadn’t listened to your story. The Master once talked about the Immortals as though they were a myth. I think he just wanted to show us how long the journey of cultivation is and that a worthy reward would be waiting for us in the end.”
“Immortality,” Hadjar said slowly. “I wonder what stage that is…”
“Only the Lord stage has been mentioned in the Master’s scrolls, but I know for sure that the Emperors of Laskan and Darnassus are at that level—and believe me, they aren’t Immortals.”
“The Lord stage?”
“Yes.” Sera nodded. “That’s the stage that follows immediately after the Spirit Knight. But the difference between a Lord and a Knight is the same as between a jerboa and a mountain lion. It’s a huge advancement—the same as reaching the level of a Heaven Soldier after the Transformation Stage.”
Hadjar looked at his reflection in the empty bottle of wine that he still held in his hands. He wasn’t an ant compared to an Ancient Tiger. No, he was actually a microbe crawling around on an ant’s back.
“But I’m not talking about that,” Serra continued. “About levels, that is…”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that this Immortal, Helmer, he’s not an ordinary man.”
“We understand that.”
“No, you don’t. You really don’t. Oh, gods… The Nightmare Lord is a demon!”
Nero and Hadjar looked at each other. Admittedly, it hadn’t been the most pleasant creature, but…
“Oh, how can you two be so damn uneducated?” Serra rolled her eyes. “The term ‘Demon’ isn’t simply a saying or a curse word. They do exist, and Helmer is one of them.”
“The heart of a demon,” Hadjar recalled. “That’s what the Immortal called the stone artifact. Now I understand why I saw a red glow... It was demonic energy!”
“What kind of demonic energy?”  Nero asked.
Serra looked at them as though they were a pair of hillbillies. When she thought about it, the inhabitants of the Kingdom of the Valley had probably once been perceived the very same way by everyone else.
“Many energies exist,” she explained. “The simplest and the most widespread of them is the energy of the world. We all absorb and produce it. In fact, our cultivation happens thanks to it. But there are other, more concentrated energies. For example: the energy of water, or the energy of stone, or the sword energy… anything, in fact.”
Hadjar listened carefully. The Master had explained something like this to him, though he had presented it as more of a guess. Serra was a lot more certain of what she was talking about.
“There are more ephemeral energies as well, but they are no less concentrated. Imagine what would happen if a Spirit Knight decided to attack our Kingdom.”
“They would most likely kill most of the population.”
“They would kill almost everyone, yes.” Serra nodded. “And what would all the dying people experience before they passed away?”
“Anger, fear, horror…”
“Right, they would feel all sorts of negative emotions. All of this would generate a huge amount of negative energy. The energy would be very strong, but, at the same time, it would be inherently evil and destructive. It would be almost impossible to control... decomposing and devouring any cultivator who dared to touch it. But, according to the Master, there are entire sects and clans devoted to practicing the Techniques that allow them to harness it. And those who can reach unprecedented heights in the absorption and management of such energy cease to be humans. Instead, they become demons.”
“Damn it! ‘Demons’ isn’t just a simple word.”
Serra sighed. She turned her bottle over, made sure that nothing was dripping out of it, and then she threw it onto the pile of bottles that already littered the floor of the tent.
“There are no such sects and clans in the Empires, as there are no references to them in the Master’s scrolls.”
Hadjar remembered South Wind’s map, where these very Empires had been marked with very small points.  
Now he understood why.
“I don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing that Helmer didn’t kill you.”
“He said we would meet again,” Hadjar said quietly.




Chapter 83

Memories of their ill-fated invasion of Larvie’s castle ceased to be frightening after a week. Everyone dealt with what had happened in their own way. Nero and Serra were in their tent most of the time, though, of course, they were only alone after the squad’s training was over.
Soldiers had to see that their officers were not only shedding sweat and blood with them, but that they could and would do it while bearing much greater weight on their backs. It was the only way that they could earn the respect and recognition of those below them.
Hadjar also devoted himself entirely to meditation and personal training during this period. He was still attempting to master the first level of the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique, but so far, it was proving more than difficult. He was talented when it came to sword practice, but everything else was hard for him. After a week, he was still only able to get twelve feathers out of the seventy-six.
It was a hugely impressive result considering that the Technique could only be taught over a period of years in normal circumstances. But, for Hadjar, it was still proving to be too damn slow. He’d seen the far horizons he needed to reach, and he understood that he would remain just a microbe on the back of an ant if he continued to advance in his cultivation with such a perceived lack of speed.  
Hadjar decided to take a break after trampling the thirteenth feather into the ground once again. He untied a wooden bottle from his belt and sipped some of the healer’s fragrant brew.
Wiping his lips, Hadjar sat down in a lotus position. He tried to get rid of his unsolicited thoughts for a few minutes—such as thinking about how he could progress much faster if he were in one of the Imperial Academies or sects. But all of that was just a vain fantasy.
He couldn’t leave Lidus. Not yet, at least.
By calming his mind and pacifying his heart, which was hungry for power and freedom, Hadjar took his sword from his belt and laid it out in front of him. This time, while breathing in the energy of the world, he attempted to try and pick out the slight flows of the sword energy within it.
It had never occurred to Hadjar to make such an attempt before. He hadn’t wanted to waste his time on the Scholar’s guesses. After talking to Serra, however, he’d realized that it hadn’t just been speculation. The sword energy really did turn into knowledge.
Hadjar knew that the sword energy was waiting for him somewhere in the depths of the universe, behind the veil of the world energy. He still didn’t know what to do with it, and he was far from understanding how it could help him. He just wanted to find it, for no other reason than to ensure his ability to see how truly huge this world was.
But, try as he might, he didn’t achieve any significant results in a whole week.
He didn’t find anything new in the whirling energy of the world, which was so easy to find and ‘collect’. He felt neither the power of the stones lying around him, nor the wind playing with his long hair, nor the sword lying at his feet.
“Senior Officer.”
The strange voice pulled Hadjar out of his period of deep meditation. He turned toward the sound with displeasure. The last soldier who’d decided to interrupt his meditation had been given extra training for a whole week afterward.
What if he’d been experiencing enlightenment at that exact instant? What if he had found a way to sense the sword energy at that very moment, but then lost it because he’d been so rudely interrupted?
The private chosen to carry out this assignment suddenly turned very pale.
Hadjar pulled himself together and calmed down before he said anything.
“Speak, Private.”
“You’ve been summoned by the General, sir.”
“Thank you.” Hadjar nodded. “You are free to go.”
The recruit saluted and hurried away from Hadjar’s tent. He was in such a hurry that he almost lost his badly affixed scabbard and sword. Hadjar watched him sorrowfully.
How can the Generals send these guys into war with Balium? It’ll be a miracle if they even survive the first battle. And that’s if they can even endure a week’s march before we reach the eventual battleground.
Hadjar was confident in his own squad, but there was no denying the fact that the training of most of the army certainly needed to be improved. In the best case scenario, the training consisted of an hour of warm-up in the morning and a few sessions of sparring afterward. The commanders spent the rest of the time on close order drills.
Sometimes, they were taught to just stand in line, occasionally putting up a wall of shields, but more often than not, they were instructed to simply follow the orders they were given.
The soldiers weren’t being taught how to fight. Instead, they were being trained like dogs.
Hadjar couldn’t tell General Leen about this. She wouldn’t understand him, and nothing would change.  It was a common practice in all the kingdoms, and perhaps even in the Empire itself. A simple law existed among practitioners when it came to being in the army—if you wanted to survive, you needed to do everything yourself: Here’s the library. Here are the Honor points. Come on, get to it.
Hadjar went to the camp in his plain, patched up clothes, his belt a solitary, sorry-looking rope.
He was welcomed and saluted by everyone again, and he habitually answered by nodding, rarely recalling someone’s name as they greeted him.
When he reached the General’s tent, he barely looked at the soldiers on duty outside.
Upon entering it, however, he saw exactly what he’d expected…
About ten people were standing inside, except for the Moon General, who was sitting at the table. Serra stood to one side with Nero. The seven soldiers in the golden-colored armor of the personal corps of his Majesty were, at the same time, being utilized as sidekicks by the investigators.
They were something like servants of the law, or rather, advocates of the interests of the nobility and the officials. If anyone faced corruption, class injustice, or anything like that, it was the investigators who accused those very people of being guilty—whether they’d committed treason, conspired, or engaged in bribery.
The culprits, once found guilty, were sent to the dungeons, and then they would be burned, stoned or hung in the main city square.
The three investigators looked calm and relaxed. They didn’t care that they were standing in the center of an army that, although smaller than before, was still one of the most famous armies in the whole Kingdom.
They were two men and one woman in rather ordinary, bureaucratic blue robes—all three with swords at their belts. Damn it all! Hadjar could’ve bought enough ingredients to finish studying the Techniques that would enable him to strengthen his body if he could’ve just sold the handle of one of those swords!
“Senior Officer,” one of the men greeted him with a slight sneer in his voice.
Short, sweaty, and clearly sporting several chins, he was the most unpleasant-looking of the three investigators. A well-groomed, brown-haired girl with emerald eyes and a sleek man standing next to her completed the trio.
Message to host...
Hadjar dismissed it. He didn’t need the help of his neuro-chip for this...
Completely ignoring the Generals’ dogs, Hadjar turned to his commander.
“My General, you’ve sent for me.”
“At ease, Senior Officer Hadjar.” Leen nodded. “The Investigators of the Generals wanted to interview you, Officer. Nero and the caster, too.”
“Interrogate them,” the short, overweight man corrected in a smarmy voice. “We wanted to interrogate them, Moon General, not merely ask a few questions.”
Leen’s gaze was steely, but she didn’t argue. At times like this, she resembled Akela from the stories back on Earth—a proud but already old wolf. And it seemed as though many would patiently wait for Akela to make a mistake.
“We’ve already talked with the officer and the lady,” the fat man said as he dropped into a chair. Normally, few people could afford to do such a thing without Leen’s permission, but things had changed since the battle.
“My General?”
“Sit down, Officer.”
Hadjar had asked this question because, unlike the fat, sweaty excuse for a man before him, he still had his dignity. There were few people in this world that he respected as much as he did the General.
“What did you want to know?” he asked.
“Mister Investigator,” the fat man added, smiling.
Hadjar remained silent.
“What did you want to know, Mister Investigator?” the simpering dog of the Generals completed his phrase.
“You must be confused.” Hadjar demonstratively took his hands off his sword. “You’re the investigator, not me. Anyway, I’m not going to learn anything from you.”
All fawning instantly disappeared from the plump investigator’s voice and appearance.
“What do you think you are doing, Officer?” he asked, his tone more aggressive now.
“Senior Officer,” Hadjar corrected him. “Taking into account the fact that you carry on your person the medallion of a junior investigator of the corps, I’m your senior by a rank.”
“Peasant!” The lady snorted.
“Perhaps I did something wrong, Miss Investigator? Maybe you are here today because you wish to take your revenge?”
The soldiers in golden armor all stepped forward at the same time.
Hadjar continued to calmly sit there. He was sure that he would be able to, if necessary, send all ten soldiers to hell faster than they could truly understand the fact that, although Akela was surely old, he was still the leader of the pack. Nobody in this pack would be allowed to look down on the Commander.
“I think we’re getting slightly overexcited here.” The fat man smiled again. “Senior Officer, sir, we just wanted to talk to you about General Larvie.”
The period of questioning that followed lasted almost half an hour. Hadjar responded exactly as they had all rehearsed many times. They’d known that this would be the most likely outcome after the recent events at the castle.
He had fought Colin, and it was Colin who’d demanded that the terms be ‘to the death.’ General Larvie had then threatened him. He didn’t know anything about the castle. Where was he during the party? At first, he’d been at the War Council. General Leen could confirm this. Where was he later? He and his friends had been at the festival, and pretty much the entire city had witnessed their presence there.
The same questions were repeated over and over for half an hour.
“There are some inconsistencies in your story.” The fat man said with a smile. “You say that General Larvie threatened you. According to our information, the assassins of the Ax clan visited you many times in the days that followed Colin’s demise.”
“In that case, Mr. Investigator," Hadjar replied with a grin, “You should look for a den of assassins, and stop trying to blame me for the murder of General Larvie.”
“Nobody’s accusing you of anything. We just want to find out the truth. Perhaps this terrible crime was committed by murderers sent by Balium.”
So, he was hinting to Hadjar that he was going to accuse him of treason.
“Is our conversation over? I still have a lot to do.  Our army is marching to the border with Balium in only a month’s time, Mr. Investigator. Perhaps you’re already aware of this fact.”
“This conversation is over,” the short, rotund man continued to smile. He turned to General Leen. “We’re going to stay in Spring Town for the next month. The Crown requires that we carry out a thorough investigation, and so, according to their wishes, we are going to do just that. We hope that we’ll have permanent access to your camp during this time.”
“Of course,” the General nodded.
“Goodbye, then. I’m pleased I got a chance to talk with such fine folk heroes such as yourselves today. You may not be aware of it, but a song about Officers Hadjar and Nero is sung even in the capital.”
The obese man stood up, dusted himself off, and walked out. The golden-armored soldiers and the lady followed him out. Only the sleek, pale man slightly delayed his departure in order to speak to Hadjar. He came so close that Hadjar could smell his lady’s perfume.
“This might be a strange question, but ... have we met before, Officer Hadjar?” He asked in a whisper.
“I believe that I’ve had no such honor,” Hadjar replied, feigning ignorance.
The investigator stood still for a second, then he nodded, saluted to the General (he was the only one who’d done so), and then left.
Hadjar stared at his back and added: “... Earl Vaslia.” Then a beastly smile appeared on his face for a fleeting moment as he watched the man depart.




Chapter 84

Hadjar woke up because his lips kept repeating: “Duke Velen, Earl Vaslia, Primus, the Governor, the Viscount...”
It was his second year in the army, and he had almost forgotten that he’d once fallen asleep every night while repeating these words, his own mantra. The list of names that justice was waiting for. Surprisingly, one of the people had come to him.
Earl Vaslia had, at one time, been in charge of the entire General Intelligence Investigator corps. Hadjar had no doubt that the head of the local secret police had to have known about the ore and the conspiracy. Why hadn’t he informed the King? That was the question. Either Primus had bribed him or he had threatened him. Most likely, in Hadjar’s opinion, he had found some kind of dirt on Vaslia and blackmailed him.
Otherwise, why would Vaslia now be running errands for the fat, young investigator? Surely, he would’ve just continued to sit inside his luxurious building that wasn’t far from the Palace, back at the capital.
Hadjar understood Primus and why he had set this particular chain of events in motion. He knew it would be dangerous to kill such a person. The King could never be sure who Vaslia had told something to or how damaging it might be, or how to protect himself.  He didn’t want to keep him around. No ruler loved traitors—especially ones who were close at hand. And no matter who they’d betrayed, if they had dared to put a knife in the back of the previous ruler, then who could possibly assure the King that Vaslia wouldn’t do the same to the current one as well?
So, Vaslia had kept his life, but he had been demoted to the very last link in the chain. The Earl probably understood exactly why this had happened. It was funny that the ‘Earl’ now ran errands for a commoner.
Hadjar wouldn’t be surprised to find out that Primus used the situation for his own purposes.
It was very convenient to propagandize his ‘equal opportunities for everyone’ regime with this example. And, sometimes, when life became quite hard, the people were more than ready to believe it. Until the next riot. Until the city guards ended their lives with their blades. Not because they were monsters, but because they would otherwise be sent either to the mine or to join their forefathers. Only the slaves in the mines could determine which of these was the worst option.
Hadjar was certain that they would prefer the ‘forefathers’ option.
He threw back the skins and stood up. His whole body ached. Yesterday, he’d managed to overcome the twentieth feather, but this training was proving far from easy for him. He’d literally crawled back to the camp as rivers of blood had flowed from his knees.
The healer had spent half the night nursing him back to health.
He’d cursed as he’d worked and had said that Hadjar wouldn’t live till the war with Balium. More likely, the young man would end up dying during this reckless training of his.
Almost two weeks had passed since the initial meeting with the investigators, and all that time, the fat man, the Earl, and the haughty lady had been coming to the military camp daily, as if it were their home. Hadjar had to accept the fact that the Investigation Assistant felt that something was wrong with the night in question. However, he could do absolutely nothing about it without any proof to back up his suspicions.
The suspects all had airtight alibis. The General’s word couldn’t be doubted because of her status. And it was highly unlikely that the Chief Investigator would get his ass off his comfortable chair in the capital and come to such a backwater as this. He had his own work to do.
Somewhere in the mountains, a huge rebel army was gathering. There were constant riots at the mine, and it was even rumored that the workers had managed to hang the imperial overseer. As a result, the legion had drowned one of the mineshafts in the blood of the slaves.
Primus had apologized to the Governor, almost bowing to him... The King of Lidus... That title sounded ridiculous these days. The Kingdom was now ruled by officials, their families, and money. It had been that way for a long time. Corruption was now rooted so deeply in every aspect of society that it was perceived by the people as something completely natural.
Even in the Moon General’s army, it was possible to buy a position. Of course, you couldn’t go about it directly. Instead, you needed to do it stealthily, through the General Headquarters.
“Everything goes up in flames eventually. Don’t you agree, Azrea?” Hadjar smiled, giving a piece of dried meat to the fluffy kitten as it reclined at his feet.
The kitten’s white, funny little muzzle came out of the skins, and she snatched the meat and dragged it back into the depths of her ‘cave’. It was strange how small she still was. An ordinary kitten would have already become a strong adult cat after half a year. But not Azrea.
She had grown a little but was still a kitten. And she slept all the time.
Hadjar understood that he had probably done something wrong along the way and wasn’t rearing the kitten properly, but he had no one to consult. He had never even heard of taming wild animals in Lidus. Even Serra, who came from a much more developed civilization, didn’t know a thing about it.
Only Nero had mentioned that he’d once heard about the existence of a whole market for such animals. This was in the Empire, of course. Not in its suburban parts, but rather, in the capital city itself. The rumors, he’d explained, had said that the price of one animal was often absurdly high.
Nero often joked about how, if he’d sold the Ancient Tigress’ cub, Hadjar could have bought himself a palace in the capital of Darnassus by now.
He heard a discontented sniff from the depths of the skins.
“No one is going to sell you.” Hadjar laughed.
He suppressed the pain and fatigue with a potion provided by the healer, then he stood and walked over to his small chest. Opening the lid, Hadjar examined the contents. There were dozens of different bags of herbs and bottles inside.
Taking a pinch from several containers, Hadjar mixed the ingredients together, poured them into a special solution, and then began to smear it over his body. At the same time, he circulated energy in a special way along his meridians.
Compared to all the other Techniques currently known to him, the one for strengthening his body was the simplest one. At the same time, it was also the most expensive. He had only a week’s worth of herbs and powders remaining, and he hadn’t even completed half of the bloody ‘Ten Raven’ Technique yet.
Fortunately, his body was already strong enough to withstand not only an attack from a weak practitioner’s weapon but also a clean shot from a bow.
After applying the ointments to his body, Hadjar put on some underpants and left the tent. The camp was slowly coming to life around him. The fires had already been lit somewhere, and the tart smell of the soldiers’ ‘porridge’ was beginning to spread. Usually, they threw everything they could find into this mess. It was no wonder that it sometimes contained pieces of meat, various cereals, vegetables, and even the odd medicinal herb.
Hadjar breathed in what little fresh air remained and headed over to the nearest wooden water tank. The weather hadn’t been particularly pleasant these last few days, and so it was presently filled to the brim with cold rainwater.
Hadjar poured some over himself and shook it off like a dog. Aided by the cold, vigor and strength returned rapidly to his previously sleepy body.
Since the morning’s gentle warmth had already dried him off, Hadjar had planned on throwing on a shirt and heading over to the parade ground just as a soldier ran up to him.
“Senior Officer!” He was in a hurry, so he didn’t salute. “They’re... They’re…”
Fear and determination mingled in the soldier’s eyes as he struggled to get his words out.
“Calm down, soldier!” Hadjar didn’t know why his voice was so powerful. However, it helped. “What’s happening, Private?”
“The Investigators are torturing our comrades, Officer.”
The soldier looked up at the commander of the ‘fierce bears’ (the nickname given to the squad of one thousand madmen Hadjar had recently admitted into the army), and was dumbfounded. For a moment, the soldier had felt like he was talking not to a man, but to a wild animal, one that was very unhappy with the news he had just given it.
Hadjar ignored the civil ‘our comrades’ bit, and instead chose to take action.
“Lead me to them!” He ordered.
The soldier nodded and ran back, going deep into the camp. Hadjar hurried after him—barefoot and wearing only his underpants, his sword gripped tightly in his hand.




Chapter 85

 “Please hurry, Officer!” the soldier repeated.
They passed several rows of tents as they ran. Sleepy, dumbfounded soldiers looked out from inside the tents. At first, they tried to salute the Senior Officer, but then they began to wake up. The people saw a soldier and Officer Hadjar, wearing only his underpants, running somewhere. It was unlikely that they were playing any type of game, so the soldiers took up arms and quickly followed after them.
Within fifteen minutes, at least several thousand soldiers were running behind Hadjar. The farther they moved away from the center of the camp and toward the southern borders, the sharper their roars became—despite the soldiers not having a clue about what they were even running toward.
Finally, they came to a clearing, and a thin, almost animalistic cry immediately assaulted their ears.
Hadjar was greeted by the sight of several bare-chested soldiers tied to wooden posts, all of whom were screaming. Two girls and three boys. Their backs had already been ruined by the lashes they’d taken, rivers of red running down their legs and pooling on the ground beneath them, but the whip kept whistling through the air, removing another layer of skin and muscle with each new lash.
Hadjar felt his grip on his sword become even tighter.
He remembered this whistling vividly, and he knew just how painful such a torture could be if inflicted by a skilled person. His overseer in the Palace dungeon hadn’t just been able, but extremely talented. One lash from him could leave such a wound on Hadjar’s back that the prisoner would writhe in pain for weeks, almost swallowing his own tongue due to the screams that tore from his chest.
The female investigator, wearing enormous earrings and a sadistic smile, kept lashing the soldiers with her whip that had several ‘tails’. The soldiers’ backs were being ‘caressed’ by seven thongs at once, and each of them had a small, steel barb at the end.
If they hadn’t been practitioners, but ordinary people instead, even the slightest lash from such a weapon would’ve sent them to the skies.
The investigator swung again, but this time, the whip froze in the air.
Blood ran over Hadjar’s arm and down his shoulder, which hurt like it had been scalded with boiling water or bitten by seven snakes at once.
He stood in front of his soldiers, holding the whip in his hand.
The clearing became silent as Hadjar suddenly realized that the investigator wasn’t so weak after all. She wouldn’t have been able to hurt him at all if she hadn’t been at the Initial Stage of the Bodily Rivers at least. Considering her self-confidence, she most likely stood at a level similar to his own.
This was immediately confirmed by a scan from the neural network.
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“What the hell are you doing?” Gnary screamed.
That was her name—Gnary. She had an upland name and appearance—thick, brown hair, a lean body, and loose-fitting clothes.
Behind the investigator, her colleagues looked up from their chess game. Ten armored warriors stepped forward, and from the corner of his eye, Hadjar saw several thousand soldiers unsheathe their weapons all at once. They formed a ring around their wounded and moaning comrades.
“Untie these soldiers and bring them to the healer of my squad,” he ordered.
The soldiers rushed to carry out their Officer’s order.
“Don’t you dare!” The interrogator shrieked.
She pulled at her whip, but Hadjar’s grip was much more powerful than a simple practitioner at the Formation Stage could overcome. Because of the progress he’d made so far, Hadjar was able to fight against those who were at the Transformation of the Spirit Stage. In other words, those who were on the verge of becoming true cultivators.
The soldiers flinched and stopped trying to untie the strong knots.
Hadjar didn’t utter a word. He just turned to them and met their gazes.
It was enough for the soldiers to get back to business, completely ignoring Gnary’s continued screeching in their direction.
“How dare you, Officer,” the woman hissed, unable to pull the whip out of the man’s grip, despite her continued attempts.
“You’ve crossed a line here, lady investigator,” Hadjar said calmly. However, this apparent composure alerted Gnary’s colleagues, and the soldiers in the golden armor unsheathed their weapons.
Those who weren’t busy helping their comrades-in-arms got ready to fight. They stood behind Hadjar, and he knew that just one word from him would be enough to make sure that neither the golden-armored soldiers nor the ‘dogs’ of the General Headquarters left this clearing alive. And it was unlikely that someone from the army would run to the city center to report these events.
The march to the border they shared with Balium was incredibly close now, and all the soldiers knew that they would soon be able to rely only on their companions.
During such days and weeks in the army, the friend or foe mentality was especially potent. Never more so than right now.
“They dared contradict me,” Gnary tried to pull back the whip once more, but Hadjar’s hand didn’t even twitch in the direction of the woman’s ineffectual tugging. “They are my juniors in rank and status, but they have dared to sneer at my questions! It’s a violation of the Statute!” she screamed.
“At the moment, it’s you who is violating the Statute. I’m superior to you now, Mrs. Gnary.”
As the lady attempted to pull the whip again, Hadjar unclenched his fingers, releasing it, and the woman fell back into the mud. She stood up, blushing with anger and the awareness of her own impotence as she tried to wipe the mud from her clothes, merely smearing it in further in the process. The lady was about to say something when the rotund man came forward.
His name was Eliot. Or something like that. The name was very soft and ‘fat’—just like its owner.
“Senior Officer,” he said, keeping his voice ingratiating. “You know you’re in the wrong currently, don’t you?”
“The punishment that is due for such a transgression is one lash. During the time it took me to run over here, I heard no less than seven. And that doesn’t take into account the fact that the soldier who’d initially seen all this happening had to run and find me first.” Hadjar cracked his neck and put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “This isn’t just an excessive punishment, Mr. Investigator. This is an attack on my army.”
Hadjar didn’t take a step forward; he didn’t even move a single muscle. He only imagined the pleasure he would feel if he were to chop the head of this ‘dog’ clean off. It was enough to flatten the grass around his legs, and the fat man recoiled, swallowing nervously. It seemed to him like a hungry beast was roaring in his face. A mighty and ferocious predator, staring him down.
Seeing their boss’ state, the golden-armored soldiers simultaneously took half a step forward. One glance at Hadjar’s sky blue eyes, however, and they paused midstep, unsure of whether to keep going.
“One more step and I’ll end you all. I swear it by the endless sky.”
The only other people Hadjar hated this much were the Royal corps. In particular, the Royal bodyguards. Those who had betrayed his mother and father and had been directly involved in his mother’s death.
“I-I-I… wi-wi-ill...” the fat man stuttered.
He had returned to his natural state—a downtrodden, terrified coward. Such people didn’t tend to join the army, but, still desiring a position of authority, they looked for other ways to get it. Apparently, this disgusting, sweaty excuse for a man had deemed this charade a viable route.
Hadjar turned toward him and feinted to step forward. That and a second glance were enough for Eliot to repeat his colleague’s embarrassing mishap. Recoiling in fear, he ended up entangled in his long, rich robes and fell to the ground.
The soldiers behind Hadjar laughed.
“We’re finished here,” Hadjar said, causing the laughter to quickly die down.
He had already turned his back on the ‘dogs’ when the Earl, still seated at the chessboard, spoke up.
“Don’t be in such a hurry, Senior Officer,” he said quietly, but still loudly enough to be heard by everyone. “Gnary was right.”
“What are you talking about, Earl?” Hadjar growled. “She’s violated-”
“My colleagues haven’t violated anything,” Vaslia interrupted. “Besides the initial altercation, your soldiers also insulted her several times. Someone even offered to warm her bed.”
Hadjar looked at the soldier who’d run to him for help. The young man lowered his gaze and turned away.
Hadjar sighed heavily.
“Tell me, Senior Officer, how many lashes must be given for such an offense?”
Hadjar didn’t need to rack his brain. The Statute was in the database of the neuronet, and, therefore, was always available to him in full.
“Thirty-two.”
Not because anyone cared that much about insults or the honor of women. No, it was simply that, if they were allowed to indulge in such behavior, then, soon enough, the atmosphere wouldn’t have been healthy in the mixed-gender army.
Therefore, ‘sexual harassment’ was punished at once and severely in order to prevent the emergence of such desires. If they became commonplace, there would be huge issues ahead.
Hadjar looked at Gnary. Standing up straight and with her head held high, she didn’t look all that offended. No, she looked like a cunning fox that had run into the chicken coop, eaten several hens, and then made a nearby watchdog take the blame for her actions.
There was no doubt that she was the one who had provoked the soldiers.
“What’s going on here?” a familiar voice sounded.
The Moon General came into the clearing, wearing her half-armor. In her hand, she carried her long, white spear. Nero, Serra, the squad commanders, and her huge bodyguards followed the General into the clearing.
“My General.” Hadjar immediately fell to his knee. The several thousand warriors behind him did the same in unison.
“Lady Leen,” the Earl bowed. “Let me tell…”
It didn’t take much time to catch her up.
The General shook her head and turned to Hadjar.
“They are right, Senior Officer,” she said softly.
Hadjar saw how tightly she was gripping her spear and how eager her bodyguards were to fight. But she was too tired. She hadn’t been her old self after the battle at the Ridge. Leen was no longer the Moon General who’d been feared and respected throughout the Kingdom. She was only a shadow of her former self.
The real General had stayed with her friends on that field of death, never to return.
“Bring me the guilty soldiers!” Gnary shouted.
The soldiers looked at the General. She nodded, and several dozen soldiers started walking toward Hadjar’s camp. But a few moments later, not believing their eyes, they paused.
The ferocious senior officer, whose sword had been immortalized in a thousand songs, had suddenly dropped his weapon on the ground.
“These five soldiers survived the battle with the nomads. They fought on the Fort walls to let you, Lady Investigator, sleep peacefully and spin your petty intrigues.” Hadjar took off the shirt that Nero had brought with him. “In a month, they’ll march to the border with Balium. Once there, they’ll spill their blood so that you won’t have to warm the bed of foreigners.”
Gnary jerked as if from a slap. Coming from Hadjar’s mouth, it had somehow sounded overly offensive.
“You know perfectly well that even if they survive a further ten lashes, they’ll be cripples for the rest of their lives,” he continued.
Hadjar turned and went to the wooden posts. Covered with sweat and blood, they reminded him of the ten years he’d spent wandering in the freakish body he’d used to inhabit. During that time, he’d known the whistle of the whip better than human speech.
The soldiers parted before him. They didn’t understand what was going on, but soon enough, they realized what he planned to do.
Hadjar knelt in front of the post and laid his hands on it.
“Tie me up,” he said to one of the soldiers who had a rope in his hands.
“But, Senior Officer...”
“Tie me up.”
“But…”
“This is a direct order, Private! Now TIE ME UP!”
With trembling hands, the soldiers tied Hadjar’s hands to the post.
It was still silent across the clearing, and, in the background, there was only the faint mumbling of soldiers describing the events back down the line for those too far back to make out what was happening with their own eyes.
“You have a whip in your hand!” There was an animalistic roar to Hadjar’s voice. “Here is my back in front of you. What are you waiting for?”
“This is very noble, Senior Officer Hadjar.” Gnary laughed. “But if you want to take the punishment upon yourself, then... you’ll have to take not just ten lashes, but ten lashes for each of the five culprits.”
Whispers went through the ranks of the soldiers.
Fifty lashes from a seven-tailed whip? Even a practitioner at the Transformation of the Body Stage could hardly survive that.
“Untie him!” Serra cried. “Why are you just standing there? Untie him!”
Nero put his hand on her shoulder. She looked at him, but he only shook his head.
“Well, if you insist,” Gnary said with a smirk.
The whip cut through the air with a whistle. Hadjar’s back was immediately engulfed in pain, like a red-hot iron had touched it. Hot blood drenched his skin, but no cries of pain sounded in the clearing. No moaning escaped the officer’s throat.
In the deathly silence, surrounded by the soldiers who were silent and gazing toward the ground, the investigator repeatedly lashed the whip’s barbs across Hadjar’s torn and bloody back.
He knew that he would survive more torture. It wasn’t the first time he’d been whipped.
But those five soldiers... They would’ve died here, tied to the posts.
The whip whistled again.
The soldiers remained silent...
A metallic hit sounded.
Then another, and another, and another.
Then the thousands of soldiers watching the ‘dogs’ torture their illustrious officer started banging their weapons against their armor and shields.
Hadjar smiled.
The sound soon drowned out the whistling of the whip. Now it was more like a mournful squeak, forced to give way under the onslaught of a steel ocean.
Another lash...
Hadjar just clenched his teeth.


 





Chapter 86

Fifteen lashes could turn even the most powerful and steadfast of warriors into weak, screaming, and weeping creatures. And that was if they even managed to stay conscious. When a whip removed enough layers of skin to expose the muscles beneath, the pain became unbearable. Even demons would shed tears of sympathy for a punished man’s fate when the whip’s thongs began to caress ribs.
Hadjar withstood fifty lashes.
Without screaming.
Without groaning.
The posts were covered in his sweat and blood, and his knees were submerged in a sticky, red puddle. He was breathing heavily, but he was still alive and, even more surprisingly, he was still barely conscious.
Message to host:
 
	You have taken damage.


	Threat to the host’s viability:

	above average
 


	
	



Wiping the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve, Gnary lowered the whip and sat down heavily on the bench. She looked tired and frazzled and she couldn’t believe her eyes—the damn officer was still alive. And no matter how hard she’d tried, she hadn’t made him utter a single sound.
Damn. She had made far stronger men cry and scream. But this young man…
She looked at the bloody mess that had once been the officer’s back. White bones could be seen under the crimson sheet of blood, while muscle and patches of skin hung down like the peel of a poorly pared fruit.
The soldiers were no longer hitting their weapons against their shields. Instead, they were gripping the handles so tightly and breathing so violently that their desire to kill, to tear the ‘dog-officials’ apart, limb from limb, could be easily felt amongst the masses.
The golden-armored soldiers stood in a circle. They were visibly trembling, and their armor smelled strongly of sweat and musk. They were afraid of the army crowded around them. At the beginning, there had ‘only’ been a few thousand soldiers from the Moon General’s army watching, but now...
The news of Hadjar’s deed had quickly spread around the camp, and now a veritable sea of soldiers was present. They stood in rows, exposing their weapons and looking at the investigators with pure hatred in their eyes.
The horse riders held bare spears, poised and ready to throw.
The archers had already nocked arrows, lifting their bows to aim them at the despicable officials.
The soldiers shifted impatiently from foot to foot, fiercely gripping the handles of their weapons as they waited for the order that would never come.
“Just a moment, my friend.” Nero gently untied the ropes around Hadjar’s wrists.
His long, black, sweaty hair had stuck to his forehead, and his strong hands shuddered as he weakly flexed his fingers. Even the barest touch of wind caused further unbearable pain to Hadjar.
Nero lifted his friend, lending him his strong, steadfast shoulder to help bear his weight.
“I think we’re finished here,” the fat man said with a smile.
No one listened to him. The archers didn’t waver and the soldiers didn’t step aside. They still kept the ‘dogs’ trapped within the steel ring of grinding metal.
“We are leaving.”
The portly man took a step toward the exit from the camp. None of the soldiers moved. There was only deathly silence in the air, marred by the croaking of ravens which had arrived earlier, anticipating an easy meal.
“Get out of my way!” the rotund man screamed.
Nothing changed.
“This is treason! This is treason! I’ll…”
With a heavy, sorrowful look, General Leen was about to let the worthless ‘dogs’ leave, but then something that no one had expected happened.
“I demand satisfaction,” a voice wheezed across the clearing.
Holding his friend’s shoulder, Hadjar raised his sword from the ground. He straightened up gingerly, wincing as he did so.
“Let me go,” he whispered to his friend.
“Are you sure?” Nero’s voice was full of concern. He had witnessed the abuse his friend had only just received, as had everyone else in the clearing.
Instead of answering, Hadjar just nodded.
He didn’t think that he would be able to utter another word without a pained cry tearing its way out of his throat.
“According to the Statute, outside of one specific formation, a soldier can only call for satisfaction if the senior ranks of both parties are present,” the fat man jabbered so quickly it looked like he was afraid he would forget how to talk.
“For our side, the Moon General is here,” the one-eyed Helion snarled.
“But no one is here for our side!” the desperate, pitiful investigator screamed. “My rank is too low to…”
Suddenly, Earl Vaslia stepped forward.
“I’ll bear witness to a duel.”
“But-”
“Don’t forget, Eliot. I may currently lack my officer’s rank, but my noble title is still there. I’m an Earl. It is enough.”
The fat man continued mumbling, but no one listened to him. Everyone looked at the taller investigator.
“A duel?” Gnary laughed, rising from the bench. “With the illustrious Officer Hadjar? One of the heroes of the battle at the Blue Wind Ridge...”
She unwound her whip and waved her hand. The seven thongs snapped and the steel tips parted.
“Tonight, bards will sing songs, but not about your courage, Hadjar. Instead, they shall be telling the tale of your stupidity.” A sadistic look flashed in the investigator’s eyes. “I accept your challenge.”
Nero glanced worriedly at his friend. Hadjar still looked like he could hardly stand. Damn it, even a walking corpse was healthy compared to him. However, the man’s blue eyes still burnt with an unyielding, steely will.
The soldiers immediately formed a circle around the pair.
Laughing, Gnary rounded on her enemy. She cracked the whip, scattering the earth before her with a multitude of sparks.
The nearby soldiers brought their shields forward so as not to get caught by any lashes.
Standing in the middle of the improvised arena, Hadjar remained calm. He had gradually gotten used to the pain. Now it almost felt like a caress. What he could never get used to were people who’d forgotten about honor.
When they spoke about it later, no one could truly claim that they’d seen what had happened.
Gnary waved her whip and orange sparks landed on the bloody land. A haughty laugh burst from her throat, and she seemed like she was going to begin moving toward Hadjar.
He only placed his hand on the handle of his sword, Moon Beam.
No one was able to see anything else.
But they all heard the cry, full of horror and pain.
Gnary was kneeling and squeezing the spot where her right hand had been only moments ago.
Her severed hand, still gripping the whip, lay on the ground before her. Gnary screamed again, trying to relieve the pain and stem the flow of blood that gushed from the stump where a hand had once been.
Hadjar, who had been standing a few yards away, suddenly appeared behind her. He calmly sheathed his sword, and at that very moment, the investigator’s screams subsided.
Her head fell to the ground. Her body was still now and her face portrayed the agony she’d felt before her end.
“Get out!” shouted General Leen.
The soldiers parted and the fat man, like a frightened rodent, rushed toward the exit. He floundered in his clothes and then lifted them up like a woman lifting up her skirts. The soldiers laughed, having clearly seen his smoothly shaven ankles as he departed.
The golden-armored soldiers followed him as the Earl brought up the rear.
Shooting a quick glance at the motionless Hadjar, he saluted the General and followed after his colleague.
Nero ran over to Hadjar.
“Buddy, are you...”
The Senior Officer’s eyes turned glassy. He was still standing upright and keeping his hand on his sword, but his mind was no longer present.
Nero put his hand to his friend’s chest and exhaled with relief after feeling the measured beat of his heart beneath his ribcage.
“Who will help me carry the officer to the healer?” Nero shouted.
All the warriors took a step forward at once.
After making a stretcher out of their shields and covering it with their cloaks, the soldiers carefully placed his unconscious body on the stretcher, then lifted Hadjar over their heads. Thousands of soldiers, banging their weapons against their shields, set off for the healer of the ‘bear’ squad, carrying the man that they would follow to the ends of the earth.
***
Hadjar woke up three days later. Feeling a little wobbly from the pain, he sat up and looked around.
He hadn’t been in the medicinal tent for a long time, and he had forgotten just how cool and spacious it always seemed to be. Near the bed, there was a jug full of sour but still tasty water.
“Senior Officer!” The five people who’d started the incident in the first place immediately jumped up from the neighboring beds.
Bandaged and looking even worse than their savior, they fell to the ground and hit their foreheads against the floor very forcefully.
“We thank you and ask that you punish us according to the Statute!” they shouted in unison.
“Punish you...” Hadjar sighed.
He looked at them. They had fought shoulder to shoulder with him during the battle with the nomads. He even remembered one of them—he’d covered Nero and him as they had dashed for the barricade. If he hadn’t been there… Who knows what might’ve happened...
“This will be your punishment. Listen well.”
“Yes, Senior Officer!” The soldiers hit their heads against the ground once more.
“Your punishment is to fight in the war against Balium with the same courage you displayed in the battle at the ridge.”
The stunned soldiers looked up and saw Hadjar’s calm face. Neither malice nor hatred could be seen in his expression. He looked as calm as he usually did.
“Yes, Senior Officer!” Fighting back their tears, they hit their foreheads against the ground one final time in confirmation.
Hadjar leaned back against his pillows. He had a long night ahead of him. He just hoped his back wouldn’t fail him...
Damn it all, he felt like an old man.
***
Earl Vaslia sat in his small room in a tavern on the outskirts of Spring Town. It was funny, well, maybe not to everyone, but the whole district where he now lived was smaller than a single wing of his previous palace had been.
Now, obeying a commoners’ orders, he had been traveling around the country for ten years. He had been banished from the capital and deprived of his position. The only thing left was his noble rank—which had now been useful to him almost for the first time since his disgraceful actions all those years ago.
He sat in an old chair and looked at the bed, which was covered in roaming bedbugs.
He drank cheap wine and looked at the fluttering curtains. Simple wooden shutters, instead of glass, covered the window.
These past ten years had taught him humility. And wisdom. And misery...
In all that time, the Earl hadn’t seen his family. Had his daughter turned into a beautiful lady? What had become of his son? Was his wife waiting for him or had she found herself another lover?
These questions tormented his very soul.
The Earl raised his ‘glass’ (a simple, dirty, wooden bowl) and saluted the window.
As he did so, he saw a warrior wearing golden armor running across the roof, toward the tavern. A black, curved saber flashed in his hands.
What a stupid masquerade, the tired Earl thought.
The shutters moved to the side and the room suddenly became extremely cramped. It hadn’t been designed for two people.
“Hello, my Prince.” Vaslia bowed his head slightly.
The stranger took off his helmet.
“How did you recognize me?” Hadjar asked, perplexed.




Chapter 87

Not finding another chair in the tiny room, Hadjar sat on the edge of the table. It wasn’t difficult to do as he was only wearing the light golden armor.
“You’re the spitting image of your father.” Vaslia smiled.
He looked like a man ready to accept his fate—calm and thoughtful. Not the predatory vulture that Hadjar remembered. Many years ago, during the coup, he had been at the head of the Palace guard corps.
He’d stood behind Primus as the warlord had killed Hadjar’s mother. At the time, he hadn’t looked like an old man, but rather, like a man in his prime. That was probably who he really was.
Now he was a dying man. An illness wasn’t killing him, but his own thoughts. You might even say it was karma.
“Nonsense,” Hadjar said, refusing the wine offered to him.
He didn’t look like his father or mother. The years in his broken body and Traves’ heart had made sure of it. There was not a single hint of his royal lineage in his appearance.
“I’m not kidding.” Vaslia drained his ‘glass’ in one long gulp. “Of course, I don’t mean physically. But there is something in you that Haver also had. And something, alas, that our current King does not.”
“You say that, and yet you helped him take the throne.”
Hadjar squeezed the hilt of his sword angrily. By the gods, at that moment, he wanted nothing more than to swing the blade and remove the traitor’s head from his shoulders.
“I had no choice.” The Earl shrugged.
He was calm and without fear as looked into the eyes of his executioner. The Earl knew that he would die. Here. Today. Therefore, he didn’t see any point in worrying about it. He just drank his crappy wine and thought about his family some more.
His punishment for treason wasn’t really death, but the fact that he would never get to see his children again. Did they remember him? Or had they forgotten the man that had besmirched their family’s reputation?
“We always have a choice.”
Vaslia just smiled again. His smile was both condescending and tired.
“Young men,” he said. “In your eyes, the world is always so simple...”
“You are simply looking for excuses, Earl.”
“Excuses... interesting. What kind of excuses did your father look for when he had no choice?”
Hadjar twitched. He had already heard something similar from the healer of the village in the Valley of Streams. She had said that Haver hadn’t been a holy man, and that Primus had had every reason to rebel. Hadjar had tried to find out more about this, but he had, up to this point, failed to do so.
No one knew anything.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
Vaslia just looked out the window. He peered out into the infinite cosmos and the stars were reflected back in his gaze. It was unlikely the Earl was altogether in his right mind.
“What are you talking about, old man?” Hadjar repeated, grabbing the Earl roughly by the shoulders as he shouted at him.
The wooden ‘glass’ dropped to the floor, and what little of the red, fragrant wine remained spilled across the wooden floor. It was cheap and tasteless, but it was the only entertainment Vaslia had had these past ten years. He’d gotten used to it, and sometimes, when he’d had more than usual, it seemed to him like he could feel the taste of his wife’s lips and the smell of his daughter’s hair in it.
“He had my family,” he murmured. There wasn’t a single glimmer of true sanity in his eyes. Instead, there was only a reflection of the night outside. “Primus threatened to give them to the soldiers as playthings... I could do nothing... Nothing.”
“My father! What did you say about my father?”
Suddenly, a glimpse of lucidity flashed across Vaslia’s face.
“I’m glad you survived, my Prince,” he said solemnly.
Perhaps Hadjar was too busy with his own thoughts, or maybe fate itself had decreed it to be so, but he didn’t notice how and when the Earl had managed to take hold of a dagger that he now held in his hand.
The blade flashed, and a stream of hot blood spilled onto the floor.
“Damn it!” Hadjar cursed.
He released the Earl. Dropping the bloody dagger, the old man slowly slid down the back of the chair. There was already a deluge of red gushing out of a deep cut across his neck.
Vaslia twitched for the last time and stilled forever. He died on his own terms. He hadn’t wanted anyone else to end his miserable existence. It would be the last time he’d get to do something worthy. He’d decided that this final ‘worthy’ action of his would be ending his own life.
“Did you hear that?” Someone asked from the other side of the closed door to the Earl’s room.
“I heard a noise.”
“Call the guards!”
Hadjar heard the trampling of feet coming up the stairs. When he finally managed to pick the right key for the lock, the owner of the tavern opened the door, only to see the dead guest slumped over in an old and battered wooden chair.
“Demons and gods! Call the guards!”
The curtains fluttered in the wind, and the wooden shutters banged heavily against the frame.
***
“Damn it!” Hadjar threw the helmet back into the chest.
He paced his tent, trying to understand what Earl Vaslia had said (or rather hadn’t said) to him just a few short hours ago.
“That old rat! Worthless traitor! Even his last breath was spent playing a dirty trick on me!”
Hadjar threw down his armor and saber angrily and then began to storm around his tent.
Azrea mewed mournfully, peeking out from under the skins. She had looked increasingly worried since she’d first seen Hadjar lose his temper tonight.
He took a couple of deep breaths and gradually came to his senses. The sound of Azrea’s purring calmed Hadjar’s thoughts and allowed him to get a grip.
“Thank you.” He nodded to the kitten and tossed her a piece of dried meat.
Meowing much more contentedly, Azrea immediately grabbed it with her teeth and dragged it back into her ‘den’.
By the gods, Hadjar wouldn’t have minded getting under the skins and sleeping through the next month as well. Alas, he couldn’t afford to. His moment of weakness was over. He was himself again—ready for all the trials and battles that lay ahead of him. Moreover, he welcomed them!
Changing into some different clothes and mentally apologizing to the ‘Moon Bean’ for going out to do the night’s ‘business’ without it, Hadjar sat down at the table.
“Should I go visit the village?” he asked himself. “It’ll take me two weeks to get there. And the same amount of time to get back. Demons!”
In about a month, they would be marching to the border with Balium, so Hadjar didn’t have enough time. Besides, what assurance did he have that the healer would even tell him anything this time? She hadn’t exactly been talkative during their last meeting.
Of course, now he could simply try to force her to tell him everything, but... for a start, it was at odds with Hadjar’s principles, and secondly, he would simply be unable to do so. Not physically, but morally. He just didn’t have the heart for it.
He could only wash up, meditate a little, and then head off to bed.
Lying down on the bed, wrapped in the skins, Hadjar winced slightly. His back still ached from the punishment he’d accepted on behalf of his soldiers. He wouldn’t be surprised if he soon found several thin scars across it. Usually, after such torture, the scars would be ugly and wide. But, thanks to the Technique he used to strengthen his body, he’d recovered better and faster than had previously been possible.
Falling asleep, Hadjar felt the kitten curl up next to him, and soon enough, both of them were snoring soundly.




Chapter 88

The following morning, as usual, Hadjar was jogging around the parade ground. Now, however, he was running while carrying eight logs, despite the pain that coursed through his back with every step. It was both difficult and terribly inconvenient. So, Hadjar mulled over how to make the same weight more compact as he ran, hopefully avoiding some of the worst issues with the excessive ropes and straps necessary to keep all the logs firmly affixed to his back.
He was also planning to grumble a little at Nero and Serra. The latter, as usual, was passionately discussing something with the Scholar, but his friend and helper had disappeared without a trace.
However, he was pleased with the fact that no one from the squad had shirked their responsibilities. At the moment, his one thousand subordinates were suffering on the parade ground with him. Well, not all of them, of course, because the slowest and weakest ones had already sprawled limply across the sand and been dragged away to the healer’s tent by their more able comrades.
“Senior Officer!” a familiar voice called out.
During training, and in front of the squad, neither Serra nor her whimsical lover were allowed any familiarities. They understood it could erode the squad’s discipline, which was one of the fundamental necessities in any army.
Hadjar turned toward the forest and almost stumbled. A few thousand soldiers stood behind Nero. Men and women alike.
“Is this a coup, assistant?” Hadjar grinned predatorily.
“No, Senior Officer,” Nero replied with the same smile. “These are the new volunteers who wish to join our squad.”
Hadjar just looked at the sky wearily. After he had taken the soldiers’ punishment on his own back, his popularity in the army had increased greatly. He’d been respected before that, thanks to the battle at the Blue Wind Ridge. Well, more precisely, thanks to the songs about it. After the whipping, however, all the soldiers had enormous respect for Senior Officer Hadjar and they respected him even more with each passing day.
“How long have you been planning this?” Hadjar asked quietly when Nero caught up with him.
On the surface, it looked as if the officers were discussing something peacefully. But, in fact, a friendly fight could break out between the pair at any moment.
“What should I have done?” Nero growled in response. He hadn’t regained his black hair, and had even asked Serra to ‘renew the curse’. It seemed to Hadjar like his friend actually enjoyed being white-haired. “For two weeks, I have been besieged by requests to admit them into the squad.”
“Well, you could’ve rejected them! Where will I get more armor and provisions? Who will expand the parade ground?”
“Leen will provide the armor and provisions,” his friend replied confidently.
“Have they gone to the General already?”
“No, no,” Nero dismissively said. “Their commanders went to her when their soldiers tormented them into it with their requests to join us here.”
Hadjar adjusted his bundle of logs and swore loudly.
“Well, what about the parade ground?”
“The training ground…” Nero turned to the ‘recruits’. “Soldiers, attention!”
The several thousand soldiers immediately straightened up and struck a fist against their chests.
“Do you see the parade ground?”
“Sir, yes, sir!” they thundered.
“After the training of the squad’s existing soldiers is complete, you must expand the parade ground three times over! If you don’t manage to do it successfully, you’ll be sent back to your squads. Do you understand me?”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
Hadjar looked at the sky again. He was ready to curse the day when he’d agreed to take Dogar’s position. He could’ve joined the military intelligence squad—as he had been offered more than once.
Although, to be honest, he couldn’t have refused the offer. His plan required not just an officer’s position, but the highest one possible. A position that would grant him access to the Palace...
Shaking his head, Hadjar kept running.
***
Hadjar sat cross-legged on the sand of his personal ‘calm islet’. Having given the necessary orders, he had gone away for a time in order to have complete privacy. Now no one could disturb his training.
Any runner had to go to Nero first, and if his assistant couldn’t solve the problem, only then could they seek out the Senior Officer.
Hadjar trusted his friend. He also knew perfectly well that there were few problems in the world that couldn’t be solved using Nero’s audacity and savvy.
In addition, the white-haired admirer of women had brought not two or three thousand fighters to their squad... but fifteen! They had clearly been screened. Hadjar knew from the whispers going around the camp that there had been at least ten times more volunteers.
But this didn’t bother Hadjar right now. Not at all.
He calmly meditated among the circles, the embedded feathers lying in the center of each one.
He was still trying to master the first level of the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique. But, despite his rapid initial progress, lately, his progress seemed like it had plateaued. Whatever he did or tried, he wasn’t able to make his body move fast enough to get past the fiftieth feather.
There were more than seventy feathers in the circles.
You could say that he’d covered most of the first level and that there was no cause for concern, but... in the world of cultivation, there were no ‘simple’ ways to achieve your goals and succeeding only partially was no success at all.
After each new feather, the ability to fly over the next one became more and more difficult. In fact, Hadjar hadn’t truly mastered most of the Technique. In reality, he was only standing close to the ‘beginning’, and the ‘finish line’ still lay somewhere very, very far away.
As he always did during a break, Hadjar looked at the sword that lay in front of him.
While inhaling the energy of the world, he tried to find the energy of the blade within it. Alas, like the dozens of times he’d tried it before, he wasn’t able to notice it. Not even a flicker.
“The wise say that the true path of cultivation is longer than even the life of the brightest star.” Hadjar sighed, opening his eyes and returning to the real world. “I wonder how many years it took Helmer and his kind to become Immortals.”
Immortals... creatures that stood at the very top of the path of cultivation. They were legendary, almost mythical beings, and very few people believed they were real. Most thought they were a metaphor or myth.
Suddenly, Hadjar heard a bird’s cry.
He looked up at the sky and saw a raven in flight. Not a gray, disgusting crow, croaking over the graves of the fallen, but a raven—a huge, proud bird. A symbol of wisdom and longevity.
It flew majestically across the sky. As it crossed above Hadjar, he noticed how its wings practically didn’t flap.
It wasn’t like the sparrow, fighting against the whole world. No, the raven seemed to almost tower above its surrounding reality.
It was majestic and calm. Serene, like the calm surface of a lake during a lull in the wind. However, there were dark depths underneath this surface, hiding a lot of secrets and mysteries.
Hadjar rose to his feet and looked at the feathers in front of him with new optimism. The raven was a sign. He was sure of it.
He tried to move as quickly as possible. He performed a thousand movements in the time it would take a leaf falling from a branch to float to the ground.
Was he fast? Yes. So fast, in fact, that an ordinary person could’ve hardly perceived his movements.
Was his speed enough? No.
Hadjar closed his eyes and remembered the raven flying through the sky.
If someone strong enough had been watching him at that very moment, they would’ve seen an amazing sight unfold before them.
His torn clothes fluttered in the wind and his rope belt swayed with the unseen breeze. Hadjar soared over the feathers that lay in the circles. He almost seemed to fly over them in slow motion. And yet, his movements were actually so fast that his feet didn’t appear to be touching the ground and the feathers beneath them.
It seemed like, for a brief moment, the young man had actually morphed into a black raven’s wing.
This, though, was what a strong practitioner could’ve seen.
An ordinary person would’ve only perceived that a man, who had been standing nearby, had suddenly turned into a raven’s shadow and gotten to the other end of the clearing far too quickly...
Hadjar opened his eyes.
There was a carefree, joyful smile on his face.
All his experience and the events of recent months had assisted him in making another breakthrough in his cultivation.
He put a hand on the hilt of his sword. The blade flashed and was then instantly sheathed, as if Hadjar had checked how quickly he could now draw his blade.
As he left the parade ground, three felled trees hit the ground behind him. In the time it would’ve taken an ordinary person to just begin taking up a fighting stance, Hadjar had made three strikes strong enough to bring the ancient trunks down.
Message to host:
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The trees had collapsed onto the small parade ground. Hadjar shrugged; he would no longer need it anyway.
The next day, the army went north again.




Chapter 89

This time, only seven hundred thousand soldiers were in General Leen’s army, compared to the two million from last time. The campaign wasn’t as impressive as the previous one, either, because the army now looked more than a little shabby.
They had battered, scratched armor, mostly broken, steel boots, squeaky carts and sickly horses. The army didn’t look like it was going to war, but rather, it appeared as though it was returning from a battle. A battle it had lost, at that.
As usual, Hadjar spent the entirety of the march in a cart. He wasn’t wounded, but he didn’t want to ruin the entire road by trampling it. That was what Nero had told, anyway.
In truth, Hadjar was looking through dozen of maps and various intelligence reports. Surprisingly, he’d obtained access to this secret information quite easily. On the eve of the march, Hadjar had gone to the Moon General, and she’d given him all the data he’d requested without any questions.
The border with Balium ran through the middle of a huge mountain gorge.
Hadjar swore. After the previous events he didn’t like mountains. They unnerved him. Who knew what kind of creatures might be hiding there? He didn’t want to think about the Spirit Knight any longer. Just seeing him once had been more than enough.
The Lascanians might have supported the Black Gates sect as well, not just Balium. The fact that they hadn’t succeeded with the nomads should’ve only provoked them into doing something even worse. So, they might have already prepared a nasty surprise for the army.
“What do you think about this?” Hadjar asked Azrea, who had crawled out from under his clothes.
She looked at the numerous scrolls and meowed, wrinkling her nose in disinterest.
“Yes, I think so, too.” Hadjar smiled, holding out another treat to the kitten.
Their only chance at holding out long enough to get reinforcements was to camp at the gorge itself. It wasn’t so narrow that three hundred people could hold back the many millions of the Balium army, but it would be enough to neutralize their numerical advantage for a time.
Even taking that into account, however, if the campaign ended up being too long, they would simply be starved out. To avoid this, one Lidish warrior would have to kill seven Baliumians. Despite Hadjar’s good mood and respect for the soldiers of his army, this prospect was just insane. He hoped that, among all the corrupt officials of the Generals, there were some adequate ones who would help them. This idea was also unrealistic, but he hoped it was at least less improbable than the previous one.
Hadjar sighed. He filled his pipe with tobacco, lit it, and then leaned back and inhaled deeply.
“I can tolerate many things,” a bundle of bedspreads and mats growled, “but can you really not smoke outside?”
“Nobody invited you to stay here.”
“I wasn’t exactly eager, either,” Nero snapped, “but you know her temper...”
‘Her’ was Serra. They’d quarreled again, and she’d kicked Nero out of their cart. The soldiers had escorted one of their ‘favorite’ officers with a friendly laugh. While Hadjar was respected and a little feared in the army, Nero had kept the mark of ‘one of the guys’ on their behalf. They would come to discuss various things with him or to ask him to join them at their fire most days.
That evening, after leaving behind the many yards they’d covered during three weeks on the march, the army camped on the very gorge which Hadjar had noticed when he’d been perusing the maps. He wasn’t the only one who had studied the scrolls. Apparently, General Leen had come to the same conclusion. That made him respect her even more than he already did. She didn’t have the computational capabilities of the neuronet to fall back on. Only her experience.
The tired, sleepy soldiers set up tents and duly fell asleep.
In the morning, before he’d had a chance to wash up, Hadjar looked up and noticed a soldier running toward him with what appeared to be a report in his hand. Having received the news from the soldier that an urgent War Council was being convened, Hadjar found himself slightly surprised. As far as he could remember, an urgent War Council had never been called before.
After quickly getting dressed, the officer hurried over to the General’s tent.
Along the way, Hadjar paid close attention to the fact that several thousand riders were standing at the gorge. Their gray, light armor and heavy bows were a little like the nomads’. Balium and the steppes were nearby, and there was always a need to show force.
At the tent, in addition to the usual bodyguards, there were several warriors from Balium. They looked completely calm, even though they were surrounded by hundreds of thousands of potential foes.
After entering, Hadjar saw the most unusual scene that he could’ve imagined laid out before him. Besides all the commanders of the Moon army, a tall man was also present. He was wearing red armor, and his long, black hair was tied back in a taut ponytail. He was hugging Leen tightly.
Not like a lover, but more like a friend.
“I’m glad to see you again, Leen,” he said.
“I’m happy to see you as well, my old friend.”
“I beg your pardon.” Hadjar coughed.
“Senior Officer Hadjar.” Leen smiled, sitting back at the table. “As always, you’ve arrived last.”
“My squad’s camp is the farthest away, my General.” Hadjar saluted and sat in the chair left open for his arrival.
“Ah, the famous Hadjar of the bear squad,” the man greeted him. “I’ve heard about your courageous deeds in the recent battle at the ridge.”
“I haven’t had the honor...”
“General Deren,” the man introduced himself. “Commander of the Third Army of the Balium Kingdom.”
“Otherwise known as Dragon Tooth,” Lian, the commander of the archers, whispered into Hadjar’s ear.
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Hadjar raised an eyebrow in bewilderment, and the archer nodded toward the far corner. There was a heavy sword there—a mixture of a halberd and a blade. The size of an adult man, it must’ve weighed about four hundred pounds. Only the strongest practitioners could ever hope to lift it, let alone effectively fight with it.
The crossguard of that sword must’ve been heavier than the blade of ‘Moon Beam’. And the ‘Beam’ wasn’t a light sword, by any stretch of the imagination.
“He’s an old friend of General Leen’s,” Lian continued to whisper. “The same Master taught both of them. They say that, once, when they lived in the city near the frontier, they were lovers.”
“Near the frontier?”
“With the Sea of Sand.” Lian nodded. “There are many different towns there. The Kingdoms aren’t interested in them, so they are individually ruled by the Lords.”
Hadjar once again looked at the Generals, who were talking sweetly with each other. They were clearly recalling something from their past. They were laughing, smiling, and even keeping silent for a while, casting warm glances at each other.
What was it like to sit with an old friend and, possibly, a lover, knowing that, very soon, they would have to fight each other?
Damn Primus.
Damn the Imperials.
They sat there for hours—drinking wine, talking, and paying attention neither to the war nor to the nervous commanders seated around them.
“Will you do what I ask, Deren?” Leen inquired after a moment of heavy silence.
She looked surprisingly refreshed and somehow younger, but during all of it, she had awkwardly hidden her wooden prosthesis behind her back.
Dragon Tooth glanced at it.
“Leen, you know that…”
“You owe me, Deren,” the Moon General said with a newly regained steel in her voice. Now she was ‘iron’ again, as she’d used to be. “Or have you forgotten that?”
The General of Balium became serious as well.
“I don’t forget my debts, Moon General.”
“Then you’ll do as I ask.”
The severity once again vanished from Deren’s eyes as soon as he glanced at the wooden prosthesis.
“But…”
“I have only seven hundred thousand soldiers, General. Over half of them are no more than green recruits. How many have you brought with you? Three, four million?”
“Almost five,” Deren admitted.
Hadjar didn’t understand what was going on, but he could tell it wasn’t something good.
“They will all die.”
“If you surrender…”
Dragon Tooth didn’t get to finish his sentence because Leen struck the table so heavily that it almost broke in half.
“I never surrender!” she growled.
She rose to her feet, grabbed her spear, and looked at the General sitting opposite her. Now all she could see was an enemy, not her old friend.
“According to the old custom, I suggest we do this at dawn. Tomorrow.”
Dragon Tooth stood up. His face showed only sadness.
“Tomorrow. At dawn.” He nodded, turned, and then left the tent.
Leen sat back down and then drank the rest of the wine in the jar in one long gulp. The commanders looked as if they had seen a ghost.
“The old custom?”  Hadjar asked Lian.
“Tomorrow, at dawn, the Moon General and Dragon Tooth will duel. The army of the General that loses the duel will surrender and go back across the border, returning home.”
Hadjar looked at Leen.
She was going to sacrifice herself.
For all of them.
Dammit!




Chapter 90

Hadjar didn’t attempt to persuade the General to abandon her self-destructive decision. He understood her perfectly, like only a warrior could understand another warrior. Their army would be destroyed if they fought. There was only one way for the vast majority of them to survive. It wouldn’t lead to a victory, but it was an opportunity to avoid them all ending up dead in this cold, northern land.
Naked to the waist, Hadjar swung his blade, trying to get rid of his gloomy thoughts: that he was still too weak to help anyone, just as weak as he’d been then, many years ago, back in the Palace. If he had been any stronger at the time, then maybe his mother...
“Come on.” He felt a hand gently rest itself on his shoulder.
Serra and Nero stood behind him. This time, the caster wore a black cape and an emerald skirt. Nero had put on his armor and helmet.
Hadjar put on his old, shabby clothes and placed his sword in its scabbard. Together, they moved slowly toward the gorge.
Two armies faced each other from opposite sides of the pass. One army was cheerful and hooting, and the second army was heavy and dark, like a thundercloud before the storm.
They stood at the front and waited, at first patiently, but as time passed, they began to grow restless.
The rocks rose like the palms of ancient giants. They tore at the distant sky like the fangs of gigantic animals killed in battle. The East wind was blowing, creating whirlwinds of sand that flitted between them as they stood and waited.
The sun hid behind the clouds, only occasionally casting its bright rays.
The whole of the Moon General’s army maintained a deathly silence. Few people were brave enough to look at anything but their own shoes.
Dragon Tooth was warming up among the sand and stones ahead. He waved his titanic blade and raised waves of sand as he swung it around. His strong muscles rolled like glacial boulders, his veins swelled like taut ropes, and his bronze skin literally glowed as the brief flashes of sunlight hit it.
His sword, the size of an adult man, didn’t look like an improbable showpiece when wielded by this warrior—it was simply an insanely powerful weapon that could make the surrounding rocks bend to his will.
The Balium General plunged the blade into the ground with such force that Hadjar felt his feet shake as the ground trembled, and several deep cracks spread out from the point of impact.
The Moon General wasn’t scared a bit by all this posturing. She was going through the ranks of her soldiers. Every time she passed by a private or officer, she looked at their faces. Some wiped away unsolicited tears, and others showed fierce determination and something akin to anger.
She nodded at them, and they immediately straightened up and saluted with such force that they were almost pushing through their own steel breastplates with their fists.
Hadjar saluted too.
He struck his chest, not for the sake of Leen’s fame, but because such concepts like dignity and honor still existed within the Kingdom. And while people like the Moon General still lived within its borders, Lidus might still have hope.
When the General came to stand in front of her enemy, the gorge plunged into silence for a moment.
Nero hit his shield first. He was standing at the head of the army and he started the rhythm. Then others joined in, and soon enough, hundreds of thousands of people began to hit metal against metal, seeing their General off to battle.
Leen tied her golden hair back with blue silk ribbons, using only her teeth and her one remaining hand.
The sun came out, and her steel breastplate, which was adorned with the pattern of a bird spreading its wings, sparkled. Her steel ‘skirt’ brushed against the ground and sometimes rang when it gently struck her silver spear. Her steel battle prosthesis swayed with her movements.
Leen knew that today’s fight would be her last.
“I beg you,” Deren, standing in front of her, implored. “Please. Don’t do this…”
She remembered the day when they’d stolen bread together at the fair, and she remembered how she’d nearly bitten off the guard’s finger when he had caught Deren and threatened to cut off his hand.
Then the Master accepted them as students. They trained hard, shedding blood, sweat, and tears every day, year after year, until they could use the spear and sword better than their own limbs.
She remembered all the holidays, all the wine they’d drunk, and their shared laughter and joy.
She remembered how the recruiters from Balium’s army had come. She didn’t want to go to war, but Deren... he’d always been searching for the kind of glory one could only win in battle. To have songs composed in his honor, to have the name ‘Dragon Tooth’ remembered by the people a thousand years after his death...
She remembered their last night together... the next morning, she’d woken up alone, and a year later, she’d gone to Lidus. They hadn’t seen each other since.
Leen tried not to think about her old... friend. Because all she wanted to do was drink wine and dream about better times after these recollections. The General took her spear in one hand and twisted it over her head, kicking up a tornado of sand and dust. She moved her prosthesis behind her back and the tornado immediately dissipated, but not before a long crack spread before the feet of her enemy. One wave of her real hand had been enough to leave a deep gouge in the ground thirty steps away from her current position.
“So, you did manage to reach the level of ‘One with the World’ after all.” Deren sighed sorrowfully for the last time.
When he raised his sword, he no longer saw the woman he’d once loved in front of him. Instead, the General of an enemy army, one that was about to invade his Kingdom, was standing in front of him.
He swung his blade.
Stones rained down from the cliffs after that single, solitary attack. Soldiers who’d been standing about a hundred paces from the battle felt like a wall of pure wind had struck them forcefully. Some stepped back, trying to keep their balance.
Deren grabbed the amulet hanging around his neck. As he did so, plates of yellow metal began to appear from a small, blue sphere. They formed a breastplate, heavy pauldrons, and a set of massive steel gauntlets.
The plates covered him, protecting both his waist and legs. By the end of the process, the artifact metal armor had covered Dragon Tooth’s entire body.
The runes on his giant blade flashed. They resembled the rays of the sun and the solar disk itself. Their brightness was strong enough to penetrate through the clouds.
Hadjar swore. Well, it was to be expected that the army which had enjoyed the support of the sect for thousands of years had armor and weapons similar to the sect’s own.
Leen remained unfazed. She truly was as calm as the moon itself.
She kicked off from the ground and soared into the air like a bird. The spear flashed blue in her hand, and the moon rain fell on Deren. He raised his sword above his head, enveloping himself in a golden, almost sieve-like dome, forming a tight circle around himself with a diameter of about thirty-three feet. The holes in the dome were no more than the length of an arm, with a width that was perhaps the size of a coin.
There was more and more moon rain falling, and then, finally, Dragon Tooth found himself on a small island among a deep ravine.
Leen landed, and at the same time, her enemy took a tight grip of his sword with both hands and swung it, slashing at her with all his might.
The rocks seemed to tremble and the sky screamed with the force of his strike. A golden sword formed in the air above Leen’s head. It fell down on her like the executioner's axe, leaving behind a white trail of split air.
It didn’t leave a simple fissure behind, but rather, it tore a deep cleft no less than sixty-six feet wide in the ground. However, it hadn’t even touched Leen. She had already moved toward Deren.
She flew up into the air again and landed behind Dragon Tooth. Hadjar clenched his fists—she was going to win! The enemy had clearly underestimated her. She was still the Moon General, even with only one hand!
Her spear flashed, moonlight shooting out of it. The tip, aimed at Deren’s neck, cut through the air…
But there was no fountain of blood, nor the noise of a gigantic blade falling to the sand.
Deren was still standing in place. He was gripping the spear in his left hand, holding the tip close to his own neck.
He read the unspoken farewell in Leen’s beautiful blue eyes. Deren nodded and swung his blade. Leen screamed as cold metal passed through her armor and body. Her legs gave way, but, even while holding her guts in and having to lean on her spear, she remained standing.
The army of Balium shouted triumphantly; General Dragon Tooth just stood there, motionless.
Blood was running down his blade; however, there were no tears on his cheeks. His heart had practically turned to stone during the seemingly endless years of fighting.
The army of the Moon General stopped hitting their weapons against their shields and armor. They only watched as the General waivered. She took her ceremonial sword from her belt, plunged it into the ground, and then leaned heavily on it. Doing the same with her spare, she looked across at her soldiers.
“Senior Officer Hadjar!’ Her voice sounded weak.
Hadjar, swallowing, took a single step forward, before all people could see was a black raven’s wing, and then he was standing beside the General. He’d covered dozens of yards in an instant.
Leen looked even worse up close than from a distance. The palm-sized wound in her stomach gaped. Blood spurted, pouring over her damaged armor and turning the golden sand into a crimson mess at her feet.
The Moon General looked at her commander. She didn’t see the beast with blue eyes, but rather, his indomitable will, ready to crush even the heavens themselves. She had made a good choice in sending him to Dogar that day.
She took the General’s medallion off her neck, and with a trembling hand, she handed it to the officer.
“Take it,” she whispered. “The army is yours now.”
Hadjar took the medallion he’d coveted so much before today. Right now, it felt heavier than all the surrounding mountains.
“Help me,” the General croaked out.
Hadjar helped Leen pull the sword out. He took her to the center of the pass and stepped back. Somehow, using all her remaining strength, she remained standing, looking down at the sword. She imagined herself in a meadow, amongst the grass and the bodies of her companions. The Fort burned behind her, and the Blue Wind Ridge was somewhere in the distance, beyond the smoke and fog.
Her chest rose one last time and then stilled forever.
The Moon General went to meet her friends and companions. She went to a house where she would await the man who’d finally forgotten about his giant sword and glory in battle. Where her children could laugh and wouldn’t have to go to war.
Stupid, disembodied dreams…
Hadjar gripped the General’s medallion so hard that it punctured his skin. His palms were bleeding, but he took no notice of it.
He turned to his army. It looked like a malnourished, battered, whining group of stray dogs.
Suddenly, a wild, bestial roar sounded in the gorge.
Deren, who was already leaving the field, stopped and turned around. He saw a man drawing a sword. Whirlwinds of power lashed the air around him, and the stones near him split from the force of this man’s will alone.
However, those blue eyes weren’t human. In their depths, Deren saw an animal’s silhouette that bared its teeth for a fleeting moment.
“Fight me!” The man roared. Or was this an animal that had taken the form of a man?
“General, we’ve already won…” one of his commanders began to whisper to him.
Dragon Tooth only waved his hand imperiously, and his ‘advisor’ immediately stopped talking.
“At last, a worthy adversary,” the General said, nodding and raising his sword once again.
Finally, somebody who he would be happy to cross swords with was standing in front of him. Someone who could truly threaten his life and give him the joy of a bloody battle.
Victory over this foe would bring him glory for thousands of years to come!
Two war cries exploded across the mountains like thunder.
Stones cracked and fell to the ground.
The two armies watched in silence as the battle of the two swordsmen commenced.







Chapter 91

Hadjar, full of bestial fury, didn’t hesitate to block Dragon Tooth’s initial strike. The giant sword impacted against his own, scarlet sparks stung his shoulders, and it seemed as though the sky itself had cracked. Booming thunder shook the world, and the stones around Hadjar’s feet were crushed. They soared into the sky, thrown up by the sheer force of the hit, and then fell to the ground like a pelting, gray rain.
The opposing General, a mad smile on his face, loomed over Hadjar like a thousand-year-old mountain, pushing the huge sword downward with all his strength. The runes glowed and the artificial sun shone once again, but Hadjar refused to take even a single step back.
The soldiers couldn’t believe their eyes.
How was a lone swordsman, armed with only a simple, light blade, able to stop a strike from such a heavy sword?! This sword had killed dozens of warriors with one solitary strike, obliterated walls, and changed the course of battles. Heavy swords such as this one were considered the kings of all swords, and the people who wielded them were recognized as the gods of war.
And yet, Hadjar had managed to block it. The veins on his hands swelled and his muscles creaked so audibly that it could be heard over the sound of battle, but he had stopped the attack nonetheless.
Deren kept pushing his sword down, and the ravine where Hadjar was still standing expanded and deepened even more. The lower Hadjar found himself, the more pressure his sword and body felt. It was as though the very top of the mountain on which his father’s castle had once stood was bearing down on him.
When the pressure became unbearable, Hadjar turned his wrist slightly.
As he did so, an invisible, calm wind enveloped him completely.
Deren didn’t have time to react. The power of his own strike was directed back at him, hurled him a good thirty feet through the air, and slammed him into the side of a rock so forcefully that when the General fell to the sand, his silhouette was clearly imprinted in the rock face.
It was Hadjar’s turn to attack.
The soldiers saw only the fleeting image of a black raven’s wing before Hadjar was already next to his enemy. He moved in an odd pattern, the likes of which neither army had ever seen before, and five ghostly strikes formed a fishing net, then flew in Deren’s direction.
Deren, who was slowly rising to his feet, just swung his sword in retaliation. The golden wave conjured by the movement of his blade broke through the net with ease and, crushing rocks and tearing through layers of earth along the way, rushed toward its target.
His instincts were screaming at him, and Hadjar knew that he would be obliterated if he attempted to block the strike or the shockwave even slightly grazed him. Instantly choosing another course of action, he dodged to the side at full speed. The soldiers could only make out the blurry form of a raven’s wing as he moved faster than the naked eye could process.
The wing glided across the sand, avoiding the golden wave, but it didn’t stop its swift flight once it was safe, or even slow down at all. The ghostly blades continuously flew out of the wing as it moved around Dragon Tooth.  They were so fast and there were so many of them that they merged into one continuous, blue stream of wind, sharp and merciless, that left deep gouges not only in the stones and ground, but also in the very space between them.
Deren plunged his sword into the ground before him. The runic sun caught fire and the blades burned up after сrashing into the golden ball that now enveloped him.
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No matter how much Hadjar tried, no matter how many blades he threw, he couldn’t break through the General’s defenses. His opponent was on the verge of becoming a true cultivator. He wielded a heavy sword, and he clearly knew very potent Techniques. 
He was stronger in every way.
He was stronger, except for one thing—the dragon heart that was beating in Hadjar’s chest.
Suddenly, the wing turned into a black mist which swirled around Hadjar as he sat down on the sand. He held his sword in both hands and slowed his breathing.
In response, the golden false sun created by Deren flared up, getting brighter by the second. The sand melted, turning into a cloudy gas before the spectator’s very eyes. The air rippled as if someone had lit a bright fire.
Even the common soldiers knew that the ball would soon no longer be an impregnable defense, but rather, an unstoppable attack.
Hadjar stood still.
He controlled his breathing and listened calmly to the east wind.
With his next heartbeat, he suddenly stretched his right hand forward.
This time, a ghostly blade didn’t appear on the tip of his sword. Instead, the phantasmal tip of his sword cut through the air. The attack pierced the impregnable sun with predatory animal fangs.
It only resisted for a moment before it couldn’t hold out any longer. The heat was gone, the ripples disappeared, and scarlet blood splattered against the ground.
Dragon Tooth straightened up and brushed away a few droplets of blood from his cut cheek with a gauntleted hand.
“A worthy opponent,” he acknowledged as he took up a strange fighting stance.
He turned sideways, spread his legs shoulder-width apart, and took hold of his blade as if it were an axe—a huge, mighty axe that had been cutting down millennial oaks and crushing rocks for decades.
He swung it.
“Fire! Rain!” He shouted.
The soldiers clutched their ears because his roar was deafening. The General’s sword descended slowly but inexorably at the same time. And with every inch of space it moved through, it called forth a fiery hail from the sky.
Small pebbles the size of walnuts glowed with a consuming fire and rumbled as they rained down. They burned through the air, melted the sand, and pulverized stone with abandon.
Hadjar assumed the second defensive stance of the ‘Light Breeze’. The calm wind circling around him blocked the fiery hail from all directions. But, as it turned out, the veil of flames had merely been a clever distraction.
Hadjar instinctively knew that death was rapidly approaching him from the right.
Turning around, he moved Moon Beam in front of him and, at that very moment, felt as if a raging ocean had crashed into him, attempting to crush his very bones.
Hadjar was launched up and dragged through a hail of flames, easily thrown over twice the distance that he had managed to throw Deren previously. When Hadjar crashed into the rock, he didn’t leave behind just a subtle silhouette. Rather, the impact had been so strong that Hadjar now had to make an effort to get out of the hollow formed in the rock by his body.
Falling to the ground and spitting out blood, he shrugged off a dozen reports of severe internal injuries. He knew all about them even without the notifications from the neuronet.
Hadjar rose, preparing to parry or avoid the next strike, but Deren didn’t budge. He only moved his palm over his blade, taking an all too familiar stance.
Swallowing nervously, Hadjar immediately launched a ‘Strong Wind’ attack by sending out a vortex of cutting wind with the ghostly blades hidden within it.
“Scorched Falcon,” Deren breathed out, swinging his gigantic sword only once.
Unlike the Master’s ‘Fried Sparrow’, a true ‘Falcon’ flew out of Dragon Tooth’s blade. The fiery bird with a wingspan of twelve to thirteen feet produced a cry which hurt the nearby soldiers’ ears and dispelled Hadjar’s cutting wind with only two flaps of its wings. It easily smashed through the blades with its beak and rushed toward its goal at full speed.
Hadjar watched as the Firebird approached him as if in slow motion. He felt its heat, and he saw its glittering claws and beak bearing down on him. The strong wings seemed to distort the very air around their battlefield. They turned the sand into glass, leaving a muddy, glittering trail behind the ‘Falcon’.
Hadjar took a more comfortable hold of his sword.
He was ready to parry Deren’s attack. Dragon Tooth just waited. He was confident that even the best disciples of ‘The Black Gates’ couldn’t have struck back, let alone an ordinary, though very decent, officer from Lidus.
The ‘Falcon’ would surely pierce through his chest, but his torn clothes and body wouldn’t fall to the ground. Instead, everything would burn up in the fury of the Firebird.
Hadjar swung his blade, trying to use the speed of the ‘Falcon’ against it and cut through it on its approach. At that moment, when he’d almost plunged his Moon Beam in the fire, Hadjar felt something mystical, unknowable, and enormous.
He felt the whole world around him.
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As Hadjar stood there, he realized that he could feel the caress of the east wind across his face. He also understood that he was standing on the ground, which gave him strength. This power flowed from his feet to his hips, from his hips to his body, and then from his body to his hands. Even while performing Techniques related to the wind, Hadjar still relied on the power of the earth.
The ground merged with the sword that had been forged in a furnace where the fire had been so hot that no flames could actually be seen. His hands held that sword, filled with his blood.
He realized that everything was interconnected. Even the ‘Falcon’, frozen before him in the air—as well as everything around him—was also a part of the mystery that he’d glimpsed for a moment—a mystery that was much deeper and more profound than he could have ever realized before now.
Hadjar was now able to understand what he’d been doing wrong.
Despite all his previous training, achievements, and insights, he was missing the main point. He had never been truly alone, even in those dark dungeons under the light of the moon and in the company of a single, ratty blanket. The whole world had always been with him since his birth. It protected and strengthened him, as well as every other being under this boundless sky.
The world had always been there for him. It was huge and lovely, reliable and caring. Hadjar just hadn’t noticed it before. He had ignored it brazenly, trying to rely only on his own power, although he’d never had any to begin with. At least not like everybody else had.
His power was a borrowed one; the world had given it to him for a time.
The spectating soldiers couldn’t make out anything. It seemed to them like Hadjar’s figure had become just as muddy as a drop of ink in clear water. They could only recognize the officer of Lidus by the red spot—the bloody part of his clothes—on his back.
Hadjar put his sword back into its scabbard calmly and met the ‘Firebird’... with only his outstretched hand.
“You idiot!”  Nero shouted, but it was too late.
The ‘Scorched Falcon’ spread its wings and savagely plunged its beak into human flesh. Or rather, it tried to, but instead, Hadjar caught its throat in his hand.
Hadjar clenched his fist and the Technique vanished, falling to the sand in a shower of fiery, evaporating feathers.
“One with the World,” Deren said respectfully, and the smile on his face grew wider.
The soldiers looked at each other and, in unison, they began to whisper: “One with the World.”
He had achieved ‘Oneness with the World’.
Almost a thousand masters who were also at this level served in the army of the Moon General, and yet none of them had been able to defeat Hadjar in a spar. And now the Senior Officer of the bear squad had reached this level in swordsmanship as well.
Deren swung his blade and touched his amulet. His armor swiftly disappeared the same way as it had appeared, ‘going back’ into the locket held in Deren’s palm.
The wind was blowing, ruffling Hadjar’s shabby clothes and long hair.
It brushed against the boulders that were Dragon Tooth’s muscles.
The fighters stood opposite each other, and the soldiers felt like they weren’t people at all, but rather two cliffs, two flames, two rivers, or two storms, fighting before their very eyes.
They were both ‘One with the World’.
They rushed toward each other almost at the same time.
Dragon Tooth turned into a fireball, and Hadjar turned into a black raven.
The soldiers could discern only their silhouettes. The forms then dissolved into a ghostly darkness and gold flashes. The swords sparked and the human silhouettes froze in the air.
Golden waves tore out huge chunks of stone as they appeared in the air with each strike. But the attacks never reached their goal. Bright blue flashes sometimes filled the air. They left terrible, long scars on the surface of the earth and rocks below.
The combatants moved quickly, but Hadjar was the faster of the two. A blow from Deren would swiftly be followed by three from Hadjar. But a heavy sword was stronger than a light one, so three swings of Hadjar’s sword only corresponded to one strike from the huge Dragon Tooth.
Their might was almost equal. The scales being balanced in the hands of the goddess of war constantly shifted. Sometimes Hadjar’s blood fell to the sand, and other times, the blood of Dragon Tooth soared into the sky and irrigated the ground accompanied by his earth-shattering roar. The ground beneath the feet of the fighters howled with the intensity of their clash.
Craters, huge cracks, and ravines constantly appeared around those that were watching, causing the spectators to gradually move back from the scene of the battle.
The power of the whole world could be felt in each of their strikes. There was wind in every movement they made, there was fire in every breath, the strength of the earth was in their bodies, and the elegance of water in their lethal and well-crafted blades.
The soldiers stared as the two generals dueled. Many of them had never seen such a thing and had only heard about it in epic tales; stories where battles between the heroes of old featured prominently.
Deren and Hadjar both flew back following their latest collision.
They’d both been launched about thirty feet away, which meant that their strength was equal to each other’s.
The two armies could now see the results of their rapid engagement.
Deren was breathing hard. Covered in bloody cuts, he plunged his sword into the ground and leaned on it, panting heavily. Hadjar didn’t look any better himself. A large chunk of flesh was missing from his left shoulder. White bones could even be seen protruding from the wound.
Each of them took a low stance without saying a word.
They moved their right leg back, put their swords behind their backs, and looked at each other.
Serra clenched the hand of a very worried Nero.
They were going to end their battle with one final attack.
Deren’s sword was enveloped in a furious, orange tornado. At the same time, a similar, blue tornado whirled into being around Hadjar’s blade.
Less than a moment later, they stood in the center of the gorge, back to back.
Blood stained the ground beneath them.
The army roared victoriously when they saw whose body ended up toppling over.
***
“You’re late today,” a familiar voice told him.
Deren saw a cozy house in front of him. Children were playing in the yard. They were running after a yowling cat and trying to catch it. Deren wasn’t holding a sword in his hands, but rather, a couple of fishing poles and a bunch of fish.
The door opened and a girl of unprecedented beauty walked out. Her long, tight braid hung over her shoulder and ran down to her waist. She wiped her hands on her white apron, and her beauty melted his heart.
A silver spear and a heavy sword hung behind her in the hallway.
They didn’t need them anymore.
Dropping his fishing rods and fish, Deren approached her, hugged her tightly, and then buried his face in her fragrant hair.
He was finally home.
***
Dragon Tooth fell to the sand.
His severed hand, still gripping the sword, flew in a wide arc through the air and his gigantic blade plunged into the ground near the silver spear.
The General of Balium’s army didn’t move. In addition to his hand, he had lost his right leg to above the knee, and four cuts forming a “W” marked his body.  Hadjar had managed to launch six strikes in a short time, and he’d put all his strength and skill into each of them.
Hadjar turned to face his army.
His friend was the first to shout.
“General Hadjar!” Nero roared as he struck his shield with his sword.
Hundreds of thousands of other soldiers joined him.
The King dropped a cup, getting wine all over the floor and his clothes. He looked around the empty palace hallway. Something had made his heart waver.
The exhausted old woman, deprived of her eyes, but not her willpower, was hanging on rusty chains in a dungeon. She turned her face toward the north and started laughing hysterically and with a frightening glee.
“General Hadjar!” The army welcomed their new commander.
“General Hadjar!” Echoed through the rocks.
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Hadjar looked at Azrea, running and jumping around in their new house. The General’s tent looked much better than the Officer’s had. Still, that had been the best housing available to them at the time.
Hadjar walked across the wooden floor to a large bed. It still smelled like General Leen. Her hair ribbons, the only decoration that the deceased General had been able to afford, were still on the nightstand beside the bed.
Removing the leather strap from his hair, Hadjar took a white ribbon and tied his own ponytail with it. It was a tribute to the woman who had given her life so that hundreds of thousands of others wouldn’t have to do the same.
“Damn it,” Hadjar hunched over because of the severe pain coursing through his shoulder.
His bandages were covered in red spots again. Despite the best efforts of the healer, the wound left by Deren’s blade would take at least a month to properly heal. Fortunately, this month would be dedicated not to fighting, but to administrative issues.
Changing the General of an Army wasn’t as simple as merely transferring a medallion from the former commander to the new one. Confirmation from the General Headquarters was required. Therefore, Hadjar was currently just the acting General, and not yet confirmed as the official successor.
“Where shall we put it?” The bodyguards, which now served him, asked.
They were holding the silver spear and the heavy sword covered in golden runes in their hands.
“Over there,” Hadjar waved his hand toward a spot where a chest full of different items had previously been. Apparently, Leen hadn’t known how to say goodbye to useless things. It was a sign of a childhood spent in poverty. Hadjar had no such habits; with Nero’s help, he had quickly taken all the unnecessary ‘junk’ from the tent and disposed of it.
Although Nero had done most of the work for once and Hadjar had been the one goofing off.
Only three days had passed since the battle, and Hadjar performed his daily duties only because he had the help of the healer’s drugs. He wanted to go to sleep for a week, a desire that grew stronger by the hour. But he couldn’t because a multitude of administrative problems still awaited him.
The guards placed the spear and sword on a special stand, saluted, and went outside, where they continued to perform their duties.
Sitting down at the table that had the huge map on it, Hadjar sighed heavily.
They were still positioned near the gorge. The enemy army, damn them all to hell, was still on the other side of the pass. It couldn’t be said that the Senior Officer who was running the army after Deren’s death didn’t respect the old laws, but... for some reason, they still hadn’t retreated, although they’d raised white flags and didn’t seem like they were going to attack.
Of course, Hadjar didn’t believe they’d stay peaceful, so he’d sent a group of scouts to observe their activities. The engineers had already put traps in the gorge at his request, and the archers had chosen the best positions to set up in.
After spending ten years as a slave, Hadjar hadn’t lost all of his faith in people, but there was no denying that he had a lot less of it now. It was no wonder he’d decided to be prepared, just in case.
Hadjar had also given his former Senior Officer medallion to Nero. Fortunately, this hadn’t caused any protests or accusations of nepotism amongst his army. The soldiers of his army both respected and feared their new General in equal measure. They believed in his decisions and had no intention of questioning any of them.
After receiving the medallion, Nero had immediately hurried to choose a junior officer and assistant. Serra had declined the position. She refused to form a squad of casters as well, explaining that no one would be able to learn anything of note, and that the soldiers in that squad would be useless without the required knowledge...
Many scrolls were then brought to Hadjar. Detailed information about the budget of the army, their food supplies, the number of troops, and the ‘quality’ of said troops were all contained within. The saddest thing was that the army of the Moon General, according to these scrolls, was on the verge of absolute ruin.
They had enough arrows for half an hour of battle. The carts transporting the food were almost empty. Hunger would be an issue soon, and there were some problems with discipline, if not outright lawlessness. Hadjar knew that stories were often told about how soldiers would be reduced to roadside banditry because they couldn’t get food otherwise.
It soon became clear to Hadjar that Leen had really sacrificed herself for the sake of the army. More precisely, she’d done so to let the army return to Spring Town, where it could, at least, be saved from this oncoming severe food shortage.
The neural network was already actively processing data, trying to provide at least some kind of realistic solution to Hadjar’s issues. He thought about this and the many other complications nonstop.
Where could he get a hundred thousand sets of armor? It turned out that a seventh of his army were wearing what they’d brought with them to their exam. The exam itself was a sideshow. After the battle of Blue Wind ridge, everybody had been admitted into the army. Judging by the papers, no less than forty thousand ordinary ‘mortals’ had been recruited into his army! These were people that hadn’t even reached the level of the ‘Bodily Nodes’!
Those poor people were nothing more than cannon fodder.
Aside from the lack of armor, the army had neither gunpowder nor cannonballs. On top of that, they would also have to buy tens of millions of arrows, but their available funds were almost equal to zero.
“Lady Luck doesn’t seem to like me.” Hadjar sighed, stroking Azrea as she slept on the table beside him.
The kitten wasn’t interested in the problems of people. She stole another piece of jerky, lay down on the map, and snorted sleepily.
“General Hadjar, may I come in?”
It was the old Librarian. He was the same as before: deceptively kind and calm, wearing expensive but still somehow rather ordinary-looking clothes. His whole appearance was intentionally crafted to make him likeable, when, in fact, the soul of this particular Heaven Soldier was darker than the deepest, darkest pits of hell.
He makes my skin crawl!
“Come in, Venerable adept,” Hadjar nodded.
The old man entered, looked around, and smiled faintly.
“You’ve changed a lot in here,” he said, sitting down at the table.
“I just did some cleaning and cleared a few things out.” Hadjar shrugged. “I don’t mean to disrespect you, Venerable adept, but, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot on my plate, so…”
“Let’s get to the point, then. I like your approach to things, General. Leen, let the gods be gracious to her, was a woman. She was strong, powerful...but a woman nonetheless. She just didn’t have a male approach to solving problems and sometimes, because of this, things ended up very delayed…”
The Librarian would’ve continued to talk about the different genders as he perceived them, but Hadjar’s look stopped him cold.
“Well, let’s get to it,” he pulled out a small box and put it on the table before Hadjar. “A full copy of the scroll of meditation you once rented, General.”
“I don’t think I have enough money to buy this,” Hadjar explained sadly.
“You don’t need to buy it.” The smile on the Librarian’s face grew even wider. “We give this Technique to every General on behalf of the Empire. That way, we can reward you for your services.”
Hadjar mentally cursed both the Empire and the duplicitous Librarian. Well, of course they’d want to make sure that the best of the best—the generals—would never reach any significant heights. Thus, they would give them a slave meditation Technique, both to limit their growth and protect themselves from possible problems in the future that might arise because of the growth of their commanders.
Damn Darnassians! Damn Lascanians!
They deserve each other.
“I have the utmost respect for you, Venerable adept, but I have to refuse your gift. I’m not a General yet, I’m just the acting one.”
The smile on the Librarian’s face became more... snaky.
“Well, I’ll leave this scroll with you regardless,” he said, rising and bowing. “Consider this my personal contribution to your future achievements, acting General. Something tells me you won’t give up the General’s medallion that easily. Thank you for your time, I won’t keep you any longer.”
“Thank you, Honorable adept. Have a nice day.”
They said their goodbyes, and the Librarian left the tent. Hadjar, without even opening it, moved the chest containing the scroll to the farthest corner of his tent. Out of sight, out of mind.
Cursing the cultivator, he’d at first planned to burn it, but it would’ve been too suspicious if he’d done that. So he decided to bide his time before doing so.
“Hadjar!”  Nero rushed into the tent “The Baliumians!”
“What?”
“The traitorous Baliumians are attacking us!”
Hadjar swore once again. He grabbed for his sword, and, in doing so, he bent over double from the pain. Straightening up with a wince, they jumped out of the tent and Hadjar called out to one of his bodyguards: “Blow the horn! We’re under attack!”




Chapter 94

The entire army moved as one to the gorge. Hadjar, together with his commanders, stood at the forefront. Bandaged up and dressed in simple, torn clothes held up by a rope belt, Hadjar didn’t look like much like a general. And yet, there was something invisible to the naked eye that made it clear—a real General was leading this army.
Hadjar was, for the first time, at the front of the army. Due to the support of hundreds of thousands of soldiers, he felt a certain strength behind him, which was very deceptive, because it wasn’t his strength at all, but instead, that of his army.
Nero was right, and the Baliumians had really made a move. However, their march was very strange. The bigger part of the army, numbering several million soldiers, was going north, toward the interior of their country. At the same time, two hundred or perhaps two hundred and fifty thousand soldiers marched along the pass with assorted personal weapons, wearing almost no armor, dragging several wagons and empty quivers with them.
“What the hell?” The one-eyed Helion said, unable to hide the surprise in his voice.
“Let’s ask them,” Hadjar demonstratively tied the ribbon around the handle of his sword and went forward.
All his commanders followed him. Each of them recognized the primacy of this once simple recruit. They already believed in him as much as they’d once believed in the Moon General. Perhaps even more so, after all the recent events and battles.
Several men moved away from the Balium army and approached them. A short, stocky man led the group of negotiators. His left ear was missing and his right wrist was completely burned.
The two groups stopped roughly in the middle of the gorge.
“Hello, General Hadjar,” the one-eared soldier bowed.
“I don’t have the honor of knowing…”
“Senior Officer Lergon,” the negotiator introduced himself.
“Hello, Officer Lergon.” Hadjar nodded. “I noticed that you’re going in the wrong direction. Your army is going north, and yet you’re moving to the south.”
The officer shook his head.
“We’re going in the right direction, General,” he said, and he suddenly fell to his right knee and punched his chest.
Hundreds of people behind his back did the same.
Hadjar and the commanders looked at each other. None of them understood what was going on and what he meant by that.
“General,” Lergon said, still holding his fist to his heart. “The soldiers that you see before you wish to surrender and leave their fate in your hands…”
“You’re surrendering?”
“According to the old laws, after the battle of the generals, the losing army surrenders to the mercy of the winner. Is that not so, General Hadjar?”
“There was a different deal between the two generals,” Hadjar explained to the man who was still kneeling before him. “Go back to your men, Officer Lergon. There’s no point in honoring the beautiful rituals of the past.”
Hadjar turned to walk away, but something that sounded like the cry of a wounded beast called out to him.
“These are not my men, mighty General!”  Lergon said as he and the soldiers rose to their feet as one. Rage, drowning in pain, was clear in their eyes.  “We know about the deal between the Moon General and Dragon Tooth, General. But it wasn’t Leen who won! There was no such agreement with you.”
“Yeah, sure. Pure semantics. But I still don’t understand why you’re surrendering to me.”
“Because you’re not just pointlessly standing on this border. Soon, you’ll go to war with Balium, and we’ll go with you, under your standards and your flags. Please grant us the honor of accepting me and the two hundred thousand soldiers behind me into your army.”
“What nonsense...” Helion started to protest, but he fell silent as soon as Hadjar waved his hand to signal for quiet.
Hadjar looked at these people. Now he could see the numerous scars on their faces and bodies, their gazes so similar to those of the survivors of the battle at the ridge.
Experienced soldiers that had evidently survived more than one or two battles were standing in front of him.
“Why are you doing this, Officer? Why do you wish to fight against your own country?”
“My own country?” Lergon said slowly and with a noticeable tinge of sadness in his voice. “Tell me, mighty General, does your own country sell its citizens into slavery? Does your own country take children away from their mothers to serve them, treating them like mere animals? Will your own country drink from the hands of ‘The Black Gates’ sect?”
Hadjar knew the answer to these questions, but he didn’t want to answer them. There were mines somewhere far in the south, and thousands of his countrymen were dying there for the benefit of a foreign country.
“My son was taken to the sect twenty years ago. I haven’t seen him since.” Lergon pointed to an officer standing nearby. “His wife was dragged away by the disciples of the sect and they had fun with her and left her to die in the street. She was pregnant and didn’t survive the night.”
Lergon pointed to another soldier.
“His mother was beaten simply because she’d dared to speak too loudly in front of the sect’s disciples.”

Then he pointed to others. “His children were taken into slavery, and his grandfather was beaten to death for walking too slowly down the street. And his-”
“Enough,” Hadjar said quietly. “I understand you, Officer. And I understand your rage. But I’m not even the General of this army. I’m only carrying out my duties until the General staff decides on the appointment, and I highly doubt their decision will be in my favor.”
Lergon took a step forward.
The commanders behind Hadjar drew their blades but never used them as another imperious wave of Hadjar’s hand stopped them in their tracks.
“The songs about you, mighty General, are sung even across our lands. They sing about Officer Hadjar and Officer Nero, who fought together against almost a hundred thousand nomads. They sing about a person who beat a practitioner at the Transformation Stage when he was still one full level below him. They sing about how you blew up the castle of General Larvie and avoided retaliation, about how you endured fifty lashes in the place of ordinary soldiers and then killed the investigator with one strike. And today, our whole army saw that these songs aren’t mere fairy tales. And you, mighty General, say that you don’t rightfully hold your office?”
“Songs really just embellish reality.”
“Let them and this reality go to hell!”  Lergon exclaimed. “Just as I clearly see the boundless sky above me, I see you before me, mighty General. I hear war in your steps, and I feel the rage in every slash of your sword. You won’t give that medallion to anyone, and you’ll go to war with Balium and ‘The Black Gates’. I know it, and you know it. I’ll go to war alongside you, or you’ll have to kill me—here and now, where I stand.”
Lergon took off his shirt, revealing a mighty chest covered with scars from hot irons, whips, chains, and beatings, scars that were so familiar to Hadjar.
“Two hundred thousand soldiers await your decision, mighty General.”
Hadjar looked behind Lergon. These people had nothing but their hatred for the sect and Balium. They were even poorer and perhaps also weaker than the current soldiers of the Moon army.
“We have no arrows and no gunpowder,” Hadjar began to list suddenly. This information shocked even his own commanders.
“We don’t have enough armor, and we don’t have carts. There is no money, and we will soon be starving. Do you still want to join my army? Do you still want to fight a war where you’re probably going to die?”
“I’ll die,” Lergon nodded. “But if I get an opportunity to take at least one disciple of the sect with me, I’ll die with honor and go to the gods in peace.”
“And you?!” Hadjar amplified his voice with so much energy that it was heard by even the most distant rows of soldiers. “Are you ready to go to war alongside me?”
“General Hadjar!” Thousands of voices shouted at the same time instead of answering. “General Hadjar!”
Hadjar looked at the two hundred thousand soldiers once more.
“Commander Nero.”
“Yes, my General?”
“Did you wish to increase the size of the bear squad?”
Nero hiccupped and came close to him. “What are you doing, Hadj,” he whispered so that no one except his friend could hear him. “Do you have any idea how many sect spies are likely hidden among them?”
“I can easily imagine,” Hadjar nodded. “Each of those spies will be very easy to find during our training, though.”
“And you want me to do the weeding?” Nero guessed.
“No, but I’m going to use every chance I have to defeat the sect and Balium. Especially when we have a chance to mislead our enemies.”
Nero didn’t understand what his friend was talking about at first, and then he smiled as bloodthirstily as Hadjar.
“It’s definitely a great plan, buddy. If our enemies are afraid of a thousand ‘bears’, what will they feel when they see hundreds of thousands?”
“Then it’s settled.” Hadjar nodded and turned to the recruits. “I hope you won’t come to regret your decision. Or I mine…”
Everyone turned around and returned to the camp, only now there were two hundred thousand more of them.




Chapter 95

Two more days went by, filled with everyday concerns. Despite the fact that Hadjar was trying to delegate some of his responsibilities, some issues still required his personal involvement, like, for example, the need for two hundred thousand tents. Fortunately, his army didn’t currently lack those.
They had about a million tents left. The army had a surplus of them after being decimated in the battle at the ridge. So, the recruits were actually quite pleased with their new accommodations.
The Lidus Army initially treated the newcomers with suspicion, but there was no denying that they could run a tight ship. No fights or arguments broke out. Besides that, the soldiers who’d joined them in order to take revenge on ‘The Black Gates’ were too tired from their ‘bear’ training to pay attention to the suspicious glances of the other soldiers.
Hadjar hadn’t trained in the last few days, both because it was forbidden due to his wounds, and because there was no time—he always had to solve some issue or another, and he found that he was doing far more paperwork than he’d ever thought possible.
Things continued on like this until a bodyguard entered his tent.
“My General.” He saluted. “The delegation from headquarters has arrived.”
“Thank you,” Hadjar replied, acknowledging the news. “You’re free to go.”
The bodyguard nodded and left the tent.
Hadjar looked at the sleeping Azrea. She still hadn’t grown, and Hadjar couldn’t understand why. Maybe he should’ve fed her the core of the Ancient Tigress, but such a power would have overwhelmed even Hadjar, let alone the little kitten.
“No rest for the wicked.” Hadjar smiled, stroking the purring ball of fur.
Getting to his feet, he left the tent once again, ready to face the newest challenges in his life.
However, he soon found that, this time, the problem couldn’t be solved with a swift swing of his sword.
The news that officials from headquarters had arrived at the camp quickly spread among the soldiers. Therefore, by the time Hadjar reached the so-called ‘entrance’ to the camp, almost all of his army, led by their commanders, had already gathered there.
It was as if they were cheering for their General as he made his way toward two carriages drawn by a set of harnessed stallions.
Oh, demons. Selling off even one of these horses would let us buy enough food to last us two seasons.
As he came closer, Hadjar couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful, majestic stallions. Each of them was twice the size of an ordinary horse. Their legs were as broad as a young tree’s trunk, and their manes were as thick as the grass on the steppes.
Analyzing object...   
	Object

	Mount


	Class

	Steppe Trotter


	Level of cultivation

	Alpha




The animals were definitely at the Alpha Stage and were clearly incredibly expensive. Several officials stepped down from the carts, which resembled coaches more than anything else.
Hadjar noticed two familiar faces among them: the fat investigator and the bitch who had offered him the opportunity to sell the medal (that he’d never seen) to supply his squad with everything it needed.
The delegation consisted of nine people, including a pompous young man in white armor and a matching white cloak. So far, he had done nothing but constantly complain that the local dirt would stain his pristine clothes.
It was funny and shameful at the same time. Hadjar certainly felt most ashamed for the inappropriate young man.
“Officer?” The head of the delegation came forward. It was another older official with a lot of gold on his body and brocade in his clothes. Hadjar’s army could’ve bought all the gunpowder they needed after selling off his clothes.
“Hadjar. I’m Hadjar.”
“Are you really?” The young man in white snorted.
No one in the delegation stopped him or made any comments. Moreover, the bitch and the fat man were fawning over the young man as if he were the Crown Prince himself.
“I’m Earl Areen Norr,” the old man introduced himself. “I am the authorized representative of the Generals.”
“Hello, Earl,” Hadjar replied politely.
The Earl bowed his head and looked behind Hadjar. He saw several hundred thousand warriors in full armor and carrying weapons, every one of them looking as if they were going to be fighting at any moment.
“Call off your soldiers, Officer,” the Earl ordered.
Hadjar tried to hold back. How dare this bureaucratic dog order him about? Hadjar was not a holy man, and he wouldn’t claim that he was never prideful. But this indignation wasn’t caused by his pride.
He would have obeyed if he’d sensed strength and honor in the man. However, only greed and a clear lust for power could be felt from Areen.
“Warriors!” the General thundered.
Hundreds of thousands of soldiers immediately punched their chests.
“Continue practicing your attack formation!”
A shield wall instantly appeared behind Hadjar. The creaking of bows and the neighing of horses could be heard.
“What are you doing, peasant?” the young man in white screamed.
“Silence your dog, Earl.”
“Wha-a-a-t? I-”
The young man, as well as the fat investigator standing nearby (and looking extremely pale now), fell back in the dirt. Hadjar hadn’t even looked in his direction. He’d merely put his hand on the handle of his sword.
That had been enough to make the whole delegation start suffocating. They’d felt the spirit of death itself caressing their throats.
They didn’t see a man standing before them, but rather, a dangerous beast, ready to savage them. They shouldn’t have laughed at the songs about the ‘Bear General’ which they had heard on the way to this gods-forsaken backwater.
“I think I ordered you to call off the soldiers,” the Earl repeated, trying to calm down. “My orders are the same as the Generals’ own!”
“I would’ve done so, Mister Clerk, but my soldiers are practicing their attack formation. They started the exercise before you arrived, and they’ll continue it long after your departure.”
The Earl wanted to come closer to the impudent commoner, but he wasn’t able to take another step. It seemed to him like it wasn’t a tall man standing in front of him, but a huge, impregnable mountain. A mountain that would crush him just as easily as it would an ant.
“This is the order of the Generals!” He shouted so that the soldiers could hear him. “Viscount Seliam has been appointed the General of this army!”
Areen pointed his finger at the youth in white armor. He had tried to get up from the ground, but his feet kept slipping on the soft mud.
An oppressive silence descended on the camp, but the sound of metal being struck by metal and the cries of disgruntled soldiers soon shattered it.
“General Hadjar!”
Almost a million voices thundered, “General Hadjar!”
“General Hadj...”
The thunderous roar died away as quickly as it had appeared as Hadjar lowered his fist, and the clearing was quiet once again.
“Give me the medallion, Officer.” The Earl stretched out his hand and became even paler. “Give it back or I’ll charge you with treason.”
Hadjar never even considered taking the amulet off.
“Well, Mr. Official, you haven’t even asked me what the current state of the army is.”
“The medallion, Officer!”
“Why don’t you ask me about our provisions and uniforms, about whether we need help, and whether it’s necessary to send us more carts?”
“The Kingdom is in a serious economic crisis, Officer.” The Earl’s golden ornaments shook as he spoke, and all his precious stones sparkled in the sunlight. Each decoration would have cost the same as tens of thousands of sets of armor for the soldiers. “We’re broke. But that shouldn’t concern you. Now give me the MEDALLION!”
Areen screamed the last word in a high, shrill voice, but Hadjar didn’t even touch the ribbons of his amulet.
“I know the laws, Earl. If I have the support of all the army’s commanders, I can call out a representative of the staff and demand a fight. The winner gets the amulet.”
The Earl frowned. How could this commoner know of the old laws?
“Commanders, I need to remind you that your salary depends …”
“To hell with our salary!” Helion shouted.
“Where are our arrows and gunpowder, you bloody pig?” Lian screamed.
“We support our General!” Tuur added.
“Stupid hillbillies,” the Earl said in a whisper so that only Hadjar could hear him. “You’re their leader. I’ll destroy you here. Give me the medallion or you’ll starve to death!”
“You bark loudly, mutt,” Hadjar growled. “But can you bite?”
“Sir Seliam!” The Earl, feeling both impotent rage and fear, turned toward the young man who had finally managed to stand up again. “Kill this hillbilly!”
“Say goodbye, you stinking soldier.” The boy, who had possibly never even shaved, couldn’t even get his blade out of its scabbard on the first try.
The blade was as luxurious as any other ornament, with a golden hilt adorned with dozens of precious stones. A skillful emerald ligature formed the pattern of a dragon, and a tiger adorned the blade.
Seliam swung it, but the army behind Hadjar once again started making noise, confident in their general’s victory.
Hadjar, who’d been standing only a few yards away from the young man a second ago, came closer. He grabbed the blade with his bare hand.
Seliam, grunting, tried to pull the blade out of Hadjar’s iron grip, but he couldn’t even break the skin, let alone pull back his weapon.
“Get your dirty hands off me!”
“As you wish, Your Excellency…”
Hadjar clenched his fist and the blade broke with a loud crunch. Rivulets of blood ran down Hadjar’s hand, and they fell on a piece of the blade that had plunged into the ground at his feet.
Seliam was still holding the rest of the broken sword in his hands when a ferocious beast grabbed him by the throat. The beast easily lifted him off the ground using only one hand.
The young man looked into those bottomless blue eyes and didn’t see even a drop of humanity in them. He also didn’t hear anything ‘human’ in the growl that erupted from the mouth of the beast.
The soldiers also took up Hadjar’s belligerent cry, and soon after, their cry was replaced by booming waves of laughter.
A fragrant, yellow stream was staining the young man’s boots.
Hadjar wrinkled his nose and then threw Sir Seliam away.
“Leave,” he said quietly.
“Do you even know who you’ve dared attack, asshole!” the Earl yelled. “He’s the son of one of the Generals’ first officials.”
“I said… get out of here.”
“I’ll…”
“Warriors!” Hadjar raised his clenched fist toward the sky.
The soldiers stopped laughing. Still holding their shield wall formation, they put their spears forward, then took a step toward the pompous idiots with a loud “Heh!”
Their General once again had his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I never repeat myself more than once.”
“You’ll regret this.” The officials, pushing each other and frantically picking up their clothes, tried to get back into the carts.
“I’ll tell my father,” Seliam howled while hurrying to his own transport.




Chapter 96

Damn it. Primus didn’t even realize that he was allowing a cancer to fester in the Kingdom. Balium had once made the same mistake, and now two hundred thousand of their soldiers were fighting for their enemy’s army.
Primus wasn’t stupid or naïve. However, he never paid any attention to the common folk. He knew how to be manipulative, and he knew how to fight, but he did it all at the highest level, not trying to understand what was happening with the poorer parts of his country—sometimes even forgetting about them altogether.
The only question was: when would the first major uprising begin?
Most likely, it would happen once the war between the two empires escalated, and the Legion’s presence at the mine lessened. And where would all the pain and anger of the slaves be directed then? Taking into account that it had been their own country and not foreign invaders that had made them slaves; their own Kingdom, which was supposed to protect and defend them…
There would be so much blood that all the previous conflicts with the nomads and their neighboring kingdoms would look like child’s play in comparison. There was no war worse than a civil war.
“They didn’t help us,” Hadjar noticed, adding another mark to the scroll.
“You’re right. But at least they didn’t interfere, and now… the demons only know!”
“We must, therefore, leave this place and move forward as soon as possible.”
“Where do we go?” Nero stabbed the map with his dagger. “To the steppes? The Eastern Army has been sitting there for three years. Their General is a real asshole. He won’t even give us a bag of rotten rice, it’s pointless to go to him for help.”
“We won’t go to the steppes, then,” Hadjar said with a nod.
“Are you suggesting we go back to Spring Town? You’ve just offended the son of a big shot, let me remind you. I know you’re crazy, but I’ve had enough axes thrown at me to last a lifetime.”
“No, not Spring Town.” The General said amusedly.
Nero looked at his friend, then at the map, and then at his friend again. He sighed, smoothed his white hair, and then plunged his blade into the pass designation. That’s where their camp was at the moment.
“I was wrong. You’re not crazy. You’re insane!”
“What’s the difference between the two?”
Nero pondered the question.
“I think it exists,” he said slowly. “But a hillbilly like you wouldn’t understand.”
“Wow, aren’t you just a fountain of wisdom. This must be why Serra keeps going to the Scholar when she wants to talk to someone.”
“Let her talk to whomever she wants.” Nero shrugged. “She sleeps with me.”
Hadjar didn’t continue the conversation. Instead, he looked at the map and the road leading over the pass.
“I understand, Hadj. You’re a big man now—a General. But this is a crazy idea, even by your standards.”
“Maybe you have another idea? I want to remind you, buddy, that we’re in as much trouble as a virgin in a brothel.”
“That’s not a problem,” Nero snorted. “She’s relaxed and having fun.”
“When we’re defeated on all fronts, it won’t be much fun!”
Nero, agreeing with his friend, threw up his hands and returned his dagger to its scabbard.
“So,” Hadjar continued. “This is our only chance to replenish our stocks, get money, and somehow get our soldiers properly attired.”
“What are we gonna do in fucking Balium? We don’t even have a million soldiers, and almost no one in your army has armor. The soldiers have only their own weapons they brought with them, and most of those are pretty crappy. We hardly have enough arrows to last us three hours of battle. How the hell do you hope to defeat Balium’s forces?”
Nero pointed his finger at the border town’s position on the map. It was situated just beyond the canyon and called Garnuth. It was a fortified town with three separate rings of walls. The outer wall was the most powerful, fifteen feet wide and sixty-six feet tall.
Even heavy siege artillery wouldn’t be able to break through a wall like that in under a month. And then there was the problem of the other two walls, which were situated inside it. The internal walls weren’t, of course, as huge, but they were still surprisingly large, respectably so, even. Reinforcements would have plenty of time to arrive while Hadjar and his army besieged the city walls.
They would crush Hadjar’s army in the field, and his army would also be assailed by arrows and mortar shells from atop the walls. The troops of the standing army would defeat them easily enough, even without the help of the local garrison of Garnuth. Hadjar was certain that the border garrison under the control of ‘The Black Gates’ sect was in a much better condition than the one that had been stationed in the fort near the Blue Wind Ridge.
They surely had a complete set of both guns and personnel—not to mention the disciples of the sect themselves.
These disciples weren’t like Hadjar’s army, which actually had fifty thousand mere mortals. Each disciple would be strong and well-trained.
According to the various historical scrolls that Hadjar had managed to peruse, a number of clashes had happened between different sects. These were very different from fights between two armies. One hundred thousand practitioners at the Formation Stage, together with many more of the Bodily Rivers level, would participate in these clashes. This was very different from the battles that Hadjar had experienced between ordinary soldiers.
According to the latest intelligence he had received, ‘The Black Gates’ had almost one hundred and twenty thousand disciples. The sect itself was set up in such a way that they couldn’t really boast a large number of strong practitioners, but … the six elders of the sect were on the verge of becoming true cultivators. And the Patriarch—the head of the organization— had reached the level of Heaven Soldier about a hundred years ago.
If the whole sect decided to move against Hadjar’s army, they wouldn’t even notice their resistance as they easily destroyed them.
The only reason why they hadn’t taken Lidus before now was that they hadn’t needed it.
And the only reason why they hadn’t touched Lidus in recent years was their fear of the Darnassus Empire.
Hadjar was going to personally ruin the status quo that had formed over the centuries.
He was going to go to war against all of Balium.




Chapter 97

Hadjar sat in a lotus position with his sword laid out in front of him, and he slowly immersed himself in a deep meditative state. He finally had some free time, which he had quickly decided to devote to cultivation.
[Initiating the recording process... Registry designation:  meditation]
The morning’s training with the ‘bear’ squad hadn’t gotten him anything. Hadjar had reached the limit of his physical abilities at his current stage.  He would get the next breakthrough, and the ability to increase his points, only after his transition to the Transformation of the Body stage.
Now the races with logs on his back, and everything else, to improve the mood of his soldiers. And they were currently upset.
The soldiers felt that something was wrong. They weren’t blind, and they’d noticed the concerned expressions of their commanders. They hadn’t been given any weapons or armor from the Armory. They felt that there was more water and less oats in their gruel every day. But they saw their General training desperately and selflessly in the mornings, and it gave them hope, despite everything.
Hadjar, after participating in log races on the larger parade ground (now that several hundred thousand soldiers trained there, it had been greatly expanded), was usually more interested in administrative problems, rather than his own cultivation.
But not at that moment.
Right now, during his meditation, the General was completely focused on Moon Beam, which had been plunged into the earth. Because he’d gained the enlightenment of ‘One with the World’, he now had a better sense of the energy that permeated this entire world.
What had used to be an elusive fog now looked more like the bank of a wide river, and so Hadjar dove in.
He didn’t see the glare of the sun on its surface nor the muddy bottom under his feet when he was under the water because, in fact, no river existed.  Hadjar was still sitting close to his huge tent. His blade was stuck in the ground in front of him, and a guard, clad in armor, was performing his duties somewhere off to the side.
The river was merely a part of Hadjar’s imagination—a part of his attitude toward cultivation. It was in the ethereal winds blowing across the endless mountains and plains, hiding in the breath of men and beasts alike, playing catch-up with the birds, and being caressed by the clouds that raced across the sky.
It was the power, the energy, that kept the whole world alive, and it was reborn every day. Hadjar dived into this energy.
He didn’t need air because there was more air in the river than in the atmosphere of the entire planet. He didn’t feel cold because the energy was warming his body. Hadjar didn’t choke and drown in this river, instead, he breathed it in deeply, absorbing a part of its energy into himself with every new breath. This part was small and unnoticeable. It would’ve seemed like nothing more than a tiny grain of sand, even to something like an ant.
However, this drop was truly gigantic to Hadjar. He’d absorbed three or four times more energy than ever before. He absorbed this drop through the nine gate-nodes of his body. And once it was inside, it divided into twelve individual streams.
Circulating the energy in a special way, Hadjar was meditating in accordance with the Technique described in ‘The Path among Сlouds’ scroll. According to the dragon’s scroll—Hadjar had no reason not to trust it—every meditation Technique had its own properties.
For example, mastering the ‘Salamander’s Breath’ Technique meant that the cultivator would really be able to one day breathe fire.
‘The Path among Clouds’ had only one advantage—it allowed you to walk among the clouds—even as a Heaven Soldier. The legends about flying cultivators were actually fiction, at least for the most part.
True cultivators could stay in the air for a long time, like the Spirit Knight at the Blue Wind Ridge had, for example. But that hadn’t been flight. He’d made his body lighter than a feather using a special Technique, and had then soared without falling, but hadn’t actually flown.
True flight was possible only with special artifacts. They were ridiculously expensive, and even the best cultivators of the Empire couldn’t afford to purchase them.
True flight, where you were as free as a bird, was just myth—a mere legend.
‘The Path among Clouds’ made this legend a reality.
Hadjar had learned a lot from the Moon General’s scrolls. She had left him a valuable legacy in the form of her rich collection of old knowledge.
However, that didn’t matter at the moment.
Hadjar sank into the bottomless river with pleasure as it cleansed the whole world. The energy coursed through his body.
It penetrated his spirit, going to his very core, and the five Fragments of the once whole Seed glittered there. These Fragments were the source of his own power; the power that would eventually bring him back to the endless river like any mortal creature. It was difficult to become an immortal because of this cycle.
Immortality violated this eternal cycle, and it contradicted the rules established by the Heavens and the Earth, rather than any human laws.
Hadjar didn’t care about all that right now.
He tried to feed the Fragments as much energy as possible. He felt that he was now able to do it faster and better than ever before, but he still couldn’t reach the Stage of Core Formation.
He still didn’t have the power to connect the five Fragments back into one. He brought them closer to each other with each passing day, and with each new effort of will. But it was minor progress and almost unnoticeable. He wouldn’t be able to connect them in less than a century at his current rate.
It was impossible to pave one’s way to the top of cultivation with only the help of some herbs and a few simple ingredients. Practitioners and cultivators had to temper themselves in the depths of the world and its many events—the only way that allowed them to gain true knowledge and feel the inspiration required to make the world a little clearer.
Even mysteries would be unraveled then, and distant and deep secrets would become plain as day.
Hadjar suddenly felt inspired.
He noticed a glint of steel deep in the bottomless river, much deeper than he could have ever imagined. Hadjar turned around and swam toward it, though he was moving only in his mind—or in something that was much more mystical and ancient than just his mind.  However, each movement, each attempt to plunge deeper into the river, felt real.
Hadjar was slowly starting to tremble while he sat outside his tent; big drops of sweat were now running down his face.
Message to the host: 
A threat to the host’s life has been detected! 
	Danger level:

	above average!




Hadjar’s consciousness struggled with the ethereal streams of the river carrying him toward the metallic gleam. He fought against the river, trying to stop the titanic force that carried him along, but it was almost impossible to resist.
Only by rushing forward in a last-ditch effort was Hadjar able to move his dream body slightly closer to the shining steel. And yet, he was still as far away from it as the farthest star was from a shepherd lying on a hill and peering into the bottomless abyss of space.
But even getting that close was enough for his bodyguards to draw their weapons and run to him when they heard his sudden cry.
Their General got up with great difficulty, deep cuts visible everywhere on his body—cuts that only a very fast and strong sword could’ve inflicted.
“General Hadjar!”
“It’s all right,” they heard him say, almost joyfully. “It’s okay!”
Hadjar wiped away the blood and sighed deeply, then he sheathed his sword. As he went to the healer, he didn’t feel wounded or like he’d failed. Not when he now knew that, somewhere in the depths of the river, another energy was hiding.
It was an energy that beckoned him with its incredible strength. However, he was too weak to endure its ‘light’, let alone reach it.
The energy of the sword was hiding somewhere in the depths of that river. Hadjar had been looking for it for so long, and now he had finally found it.




Chapter 98

After his wounds had fully healed, Hadjar tried to get closer to the energy of the sword once again. His second attempt almost cost him his life. The General realized that he was still too weak to make a third attempt after that.
Hadjar decided it would be prudent to stop his attempts until he reached the Transformation Stage. Perhaps then he would be strong enough to get a little closer to the sword energy. He didn’t even dare dream about absorbing this energy, as he felt that if he tried to do that, it wouldn’t just cut his skin, it would slice into his very soul.
The energy was just too strong and lethally sharp.
For now, though, Hadjar wasn’t interested in the secrets of this world.
He convened an Extended War Council later that evening. All the commanders, who had previously served under the Moon General, were now sitting and looking at him. They believed in their General, and they had supported him even when he had been threatened by the officials sent by the General Council.
Hadjar knew he couldn’t afford to make a mistake. There was too much at stake. And most importantly, he was now responsible for many hundreds of thousands of lives; he was responsible for not only the soldiers under his command, but for their families, too. These families hadn’t been taken to the mine purely because they had a certificate that stated one of their relatives was currently serving in the army.
Their families were struggling to make ends meet because of the soldiers’ meager salaries. The system made it so that soldiers could receive only a part of their salary, while the city authorities paid the remainder of their earnings directly to their families.
It all depended on Hadjar now.
That’s why he decided to forgo any preamble and immediately got to the point.
“We’re going to invade Balium.”
The tent became so quiet that the hiss of oil burning in the lamps, the crackling of the fires nearby, and the roar of the wind disturbing the fabric of the tents could be clearly heard.
“My General…” Helion quickly rose from his chair. “We’re going to need you to explain what you mean, because this sounds like crazy talk.”
“It’s pure madness!” Nero snorted, playing with his dagger.
Hadjar ignored his friend’s remark and took a pointer.
“We’ll besiege Garnuth.” Hadjar circled his pointer over the border of the city. “And when it falls, we’ll solve most of our problems. There’s enough gunpowder and arrows for our archers in their garrison, and there is easily enough armor for most of our troops in their forges. Garnuth’s treasury certainly won’t be empty since it’s situated at the intersection of two major trade routes.”
The commanders looked at each other in disbelief.
“Let me ask you, my General,” Lian, the chief of the archers, began. “How will it fall if we can’t even afford to besiege it for a week?”
“A week? What are you talking about?” The spymaster objected immediately. “We can’t even last three days. The army nearest to the city will reach us, and we’ll go to the forefathers on the morning of the fourth day. General Hadjar, you know I always like your ideas, but this time, I’m completely against it.”
The remaining commanders nodded, agreeing with the scout.
“And what do you say, Commander Lergon?” Hadjar asked the commander of the two hundred thousand Baliumians who had recently joined their army.
Lergon, whose numerous scars almost seemed to gleam in the dim light, looked at the General, then at the map, and a smile slowly appeared across his face.
“I support your plan, my General. We’ll be able to prepare the required number of leaflets within a week.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Tuur, the chief of engineers, roared. “Are you going to cover Garnuth’s walls with paper and wait until... what? The walls finally turn into paper, too? Maybe if we were in a fairy tale!”
“No, Commander.” Hadjar shook his head. “We don’t need the paper for the walls. We need it for the people’s hearts.”
There was only silence and puzzled looks in the tent, and then Nero laughed wildly.
“Have I told you that you’re insane? There is no doubting the fact that you are crazy, my friend.”
“Thank you, Commander Nero, for your flattering words.”
Three people nodded to each other and observed the map—they were the General, Lergon, and now, Nero.
“Can you gentlemen enlighten the rest of us? How the hell are you going to conquer this city with nothing more than paper?”
“It’s simple, Helion.” Nero got up and put a few tin soldiers near Garnuth’s walls on the map. “The General is going to incite a revolt in the city.”
“Okay, but why?”
“It’s just like when Lergon’s people joined us.” Hadjar shrugged. “We invite them to take revenge on the sect of ‘The Black Gates’ and help them try to free their friends, relatives, and lovers from slavery. That’s our way in. What do you think, Commander Lergon? Will there be many casualties?”
Lergon considered his General’s question carefully.
“The city is far from the central pavilions of the sect. But its influence and the lawlessness of its disciples are felt even here. I think at least fifty thousand of the two million inhabitants will have suffered in some shape or form from the oppression of ‘The Black Gates’.”
“Fifty thousand.” Tuur sighed. “And how will these fifty thousand inhabitants help us conquer a city of over two million people?”
“They’ll open the gates,” Hadjar explained calmly. “As soon as we are inside the city, we’ll be able to address our major problems.”
“General, do you have any idea what a real garrison is?” Lian asked, leaning heavily on the table. “There are at least a hundred thousand well-trained soldiers manning the walls of Garnuth. Two more rings of walls will be waiting for us behind the first gate. Don’t forget about the General—the head of the garrison. They’ll be a cultivator at least as powerful as Dragon Tooth had been.”
The commanders nodded in appreciation of Lian’s words. The plan for their conquest of Garnuth no longer seemed quite as mad as it first had, but it still didn’t look very feasible.
“We’ve got a sufficient number of survivors from the battle at the Fort in our army,” Hadjar reminded his men. “They know how to fight in the streets and are more proficient in close combat than anyone else. We can defeat the garrison, despite their fortifications. Their main strengths are their mortars and the strong walls. Our plan lets us avoid both of those.”
“Well…” The spymaster raised his hand. “Let’s presume we actually manage to get past the main gate. General, do you really think the head of the garrison, after reading the leaflets, won’t understand what’s about to happen? The watchmen will be standing on every corner! The whole city will be on high alert!”
“That’s why, Commander, you’ll come up with a wonderful distraction.”
“What distraction?”
Hadjar frowned.
“If I knew the answer to that question, Commander, why would I need you?”
They looked at each other for a few seconds.
“Pardon me, my General. We’ll come up with a suitable distraction for you.”
“You have until morning.” Hadjar nodded. “I’ll hear your suggestions then. Together, we’ll choose the best among them.”
“Can I go now to begin preparing, my General?”
“You can.”
The spymaster nodded and left to think over the mission. Hadjar had no doubt that he would have about ten interesting and effective ideas by morning. Such a situation in the Council wasn’t really a conflict, but merely routine.
“How do we distinguish the defenders from our allies during the invasion of the city?” Lian asked.
“It’s simple, my dear.” Helion glanced at his eternal ‘opponent’. “Perhaps you archers don’t know about it, but soldiers wear these special clothes called armor.”
“Idiot.” Lian rolled her eyes. “What will prevent the garrison soldiers from removing their armor and infiltrating the rebel ranks? Or are you so eager to get stabbed in the back?”
Helion didn’t have an answer to that.
“Good question, Commander Lian,” Hadjar said with a nod. “So, let’s get to the point: discussing how we can capture this city.”
“Yes, my General.”
“Please forgive me, my General.”
The discussion that followed lasted for six long hours. As a result, they managed to come up with a plan that was extravagant, arrogant, absurd, but somehow, it might just work.
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Hadjar held a leaflet in his hand. A typical disciple of ‘The Black Gates’ sect was drawn on it. He was pale-skinned, wearing black robes, with a belt made of small skulls, and held a scythe in his hands. The sect followed the path of dark energy, after all.
In this world, they didn’t care what kind of energy the practitioners used. It didn’t matter as long as a practitioner was strong enough to send you on your eternal journey for nothing more than a sideways glance.
The Techniques of ‘The Black Gates’ were usually based on blood—in the strictest sense of the word. According to Lergon’s stories, it was quite normal for the disciples of this sect to throw bloody spears or to conjure something like scarlet sickles with the help of their various curved arms.
They also very successfully practiced various slave Techniques and other ‘filth’. As long as the sect possessed a sufficient amount of power, all of this was considered perfectly normal within their ranks.
If you were powerful enough, no one dared to say anything to you. But once you showed even the smallest sign of weakness, dozens of ‘vultures’ appeared, ready to devour you in order to grow stronger.
It was cruel, there was no denying that, but this world, at least, was honest about its cruelty.
Using this particular image, Hadjar was going to attract not only the ones that had been wronged by the sect, but also the lower urban strata—the deprived ones. At first, they would be bad soldiers, and some of them would surely try to desert, but it was better than nothing.
Behind Hadjar, far away, in the darkness of the night, there were mountains. His homeland was beyond them. He hoped that he could manage to get to the palace before anyone else tried to use a similar maneuver against Lidus.
The General, collecting rebel troops in the north, could try it.
Hadjar hoped that he wasn’t so stupid as to drown the country in rivers of blood. And not just rivers... a similar trick could end up drowning the whole of Lidus in a sea of blood.
Hadjar didn’t want to see such a fate befall his countrymen, therefore, he didn’t want to return to the palace through force. The people had already suffered too much under Primus, and Hadjar didn’t want to add more misfortune on top of that.
Pushing away the uninvited thoughts, he put down the leaflet and looked at the magnificent walls of Garnuth before him, or, at least, what he could make out under the torch lit night sky. There was no denying their magnificence, but they were also painfully similar to the ones that had surrounded the ill-fated, blown-up Fort.
He wondered what General Leen had felt. Had she thought that she’d acted dishonestly? Because that’s exactly what Hadjar was currently thinking.
He stood among the trebuchets. Three days ago, they had tirelessly bombarded Garnuth with bags full of leaflets. The engineers had been inventive in ensuring the ribbons untied one at a time, rather than all at once.
Many of the leaflets had ended up beneath the walls, but more than half of them now littered the city’s streets.
Was there a lot of honor to be had in inciting a rebellion and pitting brother against brother, and son against father?
No, not really.
But hundreds of thousands of his people stood behind him. They had come here following him. They believed in him, and he was obliged to do his best for them. He had to give them a victory and save as many lives as he could in doing so. Even if he had to sacrifice his own honor in the process.
Hadjar didn’t look for excuses. He only tightened his grip on Moon Beam’s hilt and peered out into the darkness.
His spymaster had deployed a large-scale operation. In just one day, he had been able to organize a network of spies inside the city—coming up with ways to identify them, coordinating their actions, and tirelessly reporting to the General on all of his findings.
Hadjar wouldn’t have been able to secure a tenth of what his spymaster had created.
That’s why an army was never just ‘one’ person, but rather, it was the combined efforts of many people, each possessing a different set of skills.
The tiled roofs of the many houses towered above them, and the lights on the watchtowers kept burning. Sometimes, they caught the warriors’ silhouettes as they walked along the crenellated parapets of the wall, disappearing only as they went behind the merlons.
Finally, a light in one of the highest towers blinked. Then it did so again, and again. In total, the light blinked three times, with absolutely equal intervals in between.
Hadjar raised his fist and waved toward the city. At night, it looked like a clot of darkness, and the hundreds of thousands of soldiers running toward him in absolute silence looked like greedy shadows that were ready to devour an entire city.
As usual, Hadjar and Nero ran ahead. They led the army fearlessly, and the soldiers who saw the broad backs of the legendary officers felt their spirits lift.
The closer they got to the clot of darkness, the higher and more impregnable its walls seemed. There was no moat around the city. Probably because they’d had no money for it initially, and then it became unnecessary. What madman would attack the Kingdom when it was under the protection of the sect?
And yet, such a madman had now appeared.
At the head of the army, he ran over to the heavy gates as they slowly opened to grant them passage into the walled city. Each door was so large that if it had been a raft, it would’ve been able to hold no less than five hundred people and twenty horses, carts included.
The gates were opened by people with white rags tied around their arms. That’s how the soldiers were going to distinguish ‘friend’ from ‘foe’. Knowing that there were probably sect spies in his ranks, Hadjar hadn’t disclosed all of the information at once. The fact that the city would be captured tonight, and all the other details, had only been explained to the soldiers a couple of hours prior to the battle.
That interval was so short that the spies surely hadn’t been able to report to ‘The Black Gates’.
Keeping silent, the soldiers broke through and into the city.
The streets were already littered with the bodies of both defenders and rebels. Every dead body with a white bandage around its arm was a weight that Hadjar would have to carry with him all his life.
Roaring soldiers were already running down the stairs of the parapets and pouring out of the barracks, the streets, and the alleys. They’d seen the signal, and they knew what it meant.
There were enemies in the city.
“Hold the line!” Hadjar roared.
The civilians closed their windows and slammed their doors shut. Hadjar heard ordinary people shouting. They’d been unlucky enough to get caught up in the chaos. Despite his direct orders to not harm the civilians, this war wouldn’t end without ‘extra’ casualties. How many children, mothers, and fathers would be killed simply because Hadjar needed to take this city?
Using only his palm, he easily deflected the sword of a mere watchman.
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Childish eyes sparkled in the bright moonlight.
The young man was no more than sixteen years old, but he would never see seventeen.
Hadjar’s sword pierced his heart, and the young man fell, his dark red blood coating the pavement.
Hadjar cut down another enemy and, throwing them off his body, he turned around.
The battle was now in full swing. The soldiers were fighting on the roofs of the houses, on the balconies, on the ground, and on the parapets. There were obviously fewer defenders than attackers, and the Moon Army continued to flow into the city in a single, unceasing stream.
They buried the defenders like an avalanche, and everything was bathed in the light of the night queen—the Moon. In the midst of this white light, the crimson flares of fire and blood looked like the eyes of a demon, peeking out of the abyss.
“Nero!” Hadjar caught up to his friend who was in the throes of battle fever.
Nero started to swing his sword at his comrade, but then realized that he wasn’t an enemy.
“I’m going to look for their General while you advance toward the second gate.”
“Good luck.” Nero nodded and, turning to the soldiers, he shouted, “Follow me!”
Climbing up above the street level, Hadjar rushed over the rooftops, going toward the city’s command post. The enemy soldiers unlucky enough to get in his way had no choice but to flinch and try to hide at the sight of a black raven. The raven, with only a flutter of its wing, sent out flickering sword strikes, cutting them down on the spot.
Hadjar left behind a bright, bloody trail, which the defenders of the city couldn’t help but fear.
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Hadjar burst into a wooden tower, soaring above the last ring of walls. His army was now storming the second gate, and it surely wouldn’t take them too long to breach it.
The defenders immediately charged this unexpected enemy that had already breached a wooden wall with just a sword strike. Armed with short spears and small shields, they tried to encircle their foe, but he seemed to float through the air. He easily pushed away their shields, flying up to the tower dome. When they tried to stab him with their spears, he merely ran along the tips.
With each slash of his sword, another defender left this world.
In a fraction of a second, Hadjar dealt with more than a dozen warriors of Balium. Shaking off the blood coating his sword, he stood in the center of the tower and swung his blade.
“Strong wind!”
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While this Technique had once used to create only a whirlwind, Hadjar’s attack now created a real tornado. A tornado full of razor-sharp blades.
To an onlooker, it might’ve seemed like a huge tornado had suddenly appeared in the wooden tower, turning it into nothing more than a pile of debris and wood chips.
The army had gotten through the gate. Blood flooded the streets and screams filled the night air, but with each passing moment, the sounds of battle gradually subsided.
The soldiers of Lidus and Balium surrounded two people.
General Hadjar—wearing simple clothes, his long, black hair tied into a bun, and the General of Garnuth—a woman with a Scutum shield and a broadsword. She apparently hadn’t had the time to get fully dressed because she only had her breastplate covering her torso.
With a fury in her eyes, and with her bloody sword and shield in her hands, she stood in front of Hadjar. Her red clothes fluttered in the wind, and her black pants were tucked into simple boots.
The General clearly hadn’t expected such an early attack, and that was her mistake—one that would likely end up costing her her life.
Her golden hair had been styled into dozens of thin braids that were scattered across her face and shoulders.
“You have no honor,” she snarled. “You have no honor!”
A gust of wind lifted her gray, rugged cloak, and she launched a furious strike. She destroyed a lot of the wooden debris that surrounded them, and even scratched the old paving stones, but she wasn’t able to lay a single finger on Hadjar.
Like a leaf in the wind, he only turned his body slightly, effortlessly dodging the slash.
Looking determined, he pushed off the ground and counterattacked.
The General covered herself with her shield as each of Hadjar’s strikes sounded like thunder and produced a shower of orange sparks. His attacks were so powerful that the street behind the General became covered with terrible cracks. Houses collapsed, and recently extinguished fires broke out again.
He attacked with such speed that it looked as if his right arm had completely disappeared. Only by following the sparks and the ringing of metal on metal could the strikes be perceived.
The General growled and, putting her whole body behind it, she pushed the enemy away with her shield. She swung her sword and a stone sword, five yards long, materialized and came down on Hadjar. It hit him squarely in the chest and flung him back, across the cobbled street.
Rising, he felt his shoulder, which hadn’t fully recovered after the battle with Dragon Tooth. It ached terribly. Not enough time had passed since then, and now he had to fight another equally strong opponent.
The next strike of the warrior’s Technique was blocked by the ‘Calm Wind’ shield. It was able to soften the strike but not completely repel it. Hadjar flew over the pavement again, but this time, the spectators didn’t see him fall.
Instead, those that paid particularly close attention saw his body turn into a raven, and in the next instant, Hadjar was near the General again.
Like a wind bending around her from all sides, he launched strike after strike from absolutely unimaginable angles. With each attack, a blade of wind was launched from his sword. They flew away, effortlessly cutting through stones and walls alike.
The warrior remained firmly on her feet. Hiding behind the shield, she was like a rock. Proud and unshakable.
With a fierce cry, she intercepted Hadjar and raised her sword above her head. It flashed in the rays of moonlight and, shrouded in it, fell toward her enemy.
Hadjar felt the mountain peak falling from the sky above him. The gray light of stone and the moonlight flooded everything around him. The earth trembled beneath their feet, and the paving stones cracked. Such a strike could’ve left a deep hole in the wall of Garnuth itself.
Hadjar wasn’t planning to find out what would happen if his body was hit with such power.
To those watching, it looked as if Hadjar had been caught by a gust of wind as he ‘sailed’ to the side. He turned on his heel, sheathed his sword, and then quietly covered the handle with his palm.
In the next instant, with a loud whistle, he drew his blade once more. Along with it, a bright beam shot up into the air. Even from afar, it resembled the tip of a blade, imbued with the very essence of the ‘sword’. For a fraction of a second, this beam became almost 35 feet long. It easily pierced through houses, stones and wooden fragments alike.
Just as easily, it pierced the General’s shield.
Coughing up blood, she dropped it and fell to her knees. The blood ran from her chest, and the light in her eyes rapidly began to dim. Perhaps this was why it looked like it wasn’t a human being that approached her, but rather a beast.
“You have no honor,” she croaked.
Hadjar raised his blade.
He knew that she was right.
A moment later, the General of Garnuth lost her head. Being at the level of ‘One with the World’, Hadjar could feel the world around him and the sword as easily as his own fingers.
He could’ve beaten the warrior with just one move. And yet, he had decided to fight her in melee. He needed dangerous and difficult fights if he hoped to progress.
They were his only hope of becoming even stronger.
“Warriors!” he shouted, turning toward the defenders. “Lay down your arms and we’ll spare you and your families! We won’t touch the city, the women and children, nor the old people! We’ll take your supplies, but we will leave enough so that you’ll be able to survive the winter. We’ll take your weapons and part of your treasury, but we won’t completely empty it.”
Hadjar glanced around at the Baliumians as they listened to his every word.
“If you continue to fight…” Hadjar swung his sword. A huge tornado came off the blade and turned several nearby houses into a pile of wood and rubble. “I’ll raze Garnuth to the ground.”
The warriors looked at the formidable, majestic figure before them. Despite his simple clothes and his complete lack of armor, holding only a single sword, he looked both powerful and fierce.
A hero from the legends of old was standing in front of them. A hero who could conquer the whole world with his sword.
Swords, shields and spears fell to the ground in unison.
In just four days, Hadjar had taken the city that some warriors wouldn’t have been able to conquer in a year.
However, for some reason, he wasn’t happy about it.
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Hadjar walked through the city streets. The residents, rarely peeking out of their windows, looked at him with fear and even horror. Mothers hid their crying children, and old men took up arms.
All the young practitioners had been herded to a local temple. Hadjar had posted about a thousand guards there. Just to be on the safe side. He didn’t want a rebellion on his hands while his troops were engaging in... robbery.
Fortunately, he’d managed to prevent the classic version of a city’s despoiling, where it would surrender to the army for three days of looting. Women would be raped, their children tortured, houses ransacked and destroyed. Not because the soldiers were animals, but because they had to vent their anger.
But Hadjar needed that anger. He needed the warriors to maintain their rage. Needed them to burn with it. Sustain themselves with it. Bathe themselves in it. That was the only way they could fight this war. Only when their swords were held not only by their hands, but also by sheer rage and fury, could they hope to win.
“Tonight won’t go over easily,” Nero sighed, walking beside him. “We have around a million soldiers. Some will certainly disobey your orders.”
Serra had gone to oversee their pilfering of the City Treasury. The Governor, who was too young to know he’d have hair on his chest one day, didn’t mind. Although, a six-year-old child couldn’t really mind much anyway. And while his advisors had long ago been bought by the sect officials, they also weren’t against it. While they knew about chest hair, they didn’t want to lose theirs.
“Execute them if they do. Publicly.”
Hadjar didn’t see any other way he could maintain his authority. His orders had to be the law. For disobeying them, there was only one effective punishment—an immediate death.
“Let’s hope that there will be very few of them, then.”
Hadjar stopped and looked at the once beautiful building of the local theater. Now it lay in ruins, and blood flowed down the broad avenue. He could hear the General’s words again: “You have no honor!”
During the past few years, Hadjar’s only guideline in life had been the concept of honor. Sometimes it was very simple, sometimes… hazy. It didn’t let him differentiate between ‘good’ and ‘bad’, because in this world, it was impossible to be good or bad. But it had taught him something more important—how to tell right from wrong.
Now...
He felt like the theater in front of him. Broken and bleeding.
“To the demons with it!” Hadjar growled.
He unsheathed his sword and cleared a pile of debris with just one slash. It soared into the air and Hadjar followed after it. Each of his strikes swept away a huge cobblestone and reduced boards and logs to pieces.
Where was this defender’s honor while her citizens were being enslaved? Where was her honor when the sect committed its atrocities? What right did she have to condemn him? He’d defended his own warriors, saved them from starvation. He had done the right thing. And had it been a thousand times more dishonorable, it would’ve still been right.
After a couple of seconds, there was nothing left of the theatre’s ruins.
Hadjar sank to the ground and forced his sword back into its sheath.
“What was that about?” Nero asked quietly.
“I’ve cleared the rubble,” Hadjar shrugged. “The carts have to pass through here somehow.”
Nero tilted his head to the side and squinted a little.
“Well, yes,” he whispered softly. “Of course, it’s a…”
The end of his sentence was drowned out by a loud roar. Hadjar and Nero turned in the direction of the sound, and at the same time, a strong blast wave struck their bodies. In the northern part of the city, an orange flower of fire blossomed with a black, smoky crown.
[The source of the threat was 30 degrees to the north-west]
“Demons!” Nero roared, “Some of the storehouses are there!”
Without saying a word, they pushed off the ground and, jumping up to the nearest roof, rushed in the direction of the blazing fire. Hadjar cursed himself for his short-sightedness. What were the chances that they’d managed to put all of the city’s defenders in a ‘cage’? How many soldiers from the garrison had been on leave or just dressed as ‘citizens’?
Damn... Damn!
Once he got to the fire, Nero unsheathed his heavy sword. He swung and struck it with the flat of the blade, as if he were hitting a water surface with a paddle. A gust of hurricane wind followed, at first making the fire flare up even hotter, but it was soon directed into the sky, dispelling the blaze like a myriad of purple petals.
On the ground, among the stones, the burnt bodies of soldiers were strewn about. They’d been burned alive, still in their armor.
“General!” One of the officers ran up to Hadjar, who was sitting on the pavement.
Hadjar couldn’t remember his name, but at the moment, it didn’t matter. The officer looked like a sinner that had escaped from sadistic demons. Half of his hair was missing, exposing the scorched flesh of his skull. His right arm was blackened in some places, and a wooden splinter was sticking out of his thigh.
“Soldiers!” Hadjar called out to those who weren’t writhing in pain. Apparently, they had been standing far from the explosion. “Take your officer to the healer.”
“But... my General.”
“You’ve done enough, Officer,” Hadjar saluted the man with a fist against his chest. He knew why the officer had been wounded so horribly and why the burned soldiers were lying on the ground outside. The man had pulled them out of the fire by himself… “Now rest.”
“My General,” the officer saluted and... Collapsed into the hands of his subordinates, unconscious.
Hadjar and Nero exchanged glances.
As long as such people served in his army, Hadjar was ready to commit any ‘atrocities’ necessary to save their lives.
“We need to ensure the forge and storehouses are secure,” Hadjar turned to his friend. “Especially the gunpowder storehouses. If they get in there, half the city will be destroyed.”
“I’m already on it,” Nero nodded and jumped up into the night sky, disappearing among the roofs and chimneys.
Hadjar looked over his shoulder at what had once been a barn. For some reason, he thought about the theater and how he could also shout out “You have no honor” now. But over the course of just one night, Hadjar had come to understand a simple thing—in a war, generals had no honor, no conscience, no god, and no demons. Only one concept guided them.
The concept of ‘having to do something’. And if they ‘had to do something’, they could poison wells, trample crops, burn forests.
Because they had to.
Because a war was going on.
“Hurry up,” Hadjar approached a group of soldiers and picked up one of the wounded men on a stretcher.
“General.”
“General Hadjar.”
The warriors directed puzzled glances at him.
“Why are you standing still? Get the wounded to the healer! Quickly!”
“Yes, my General!” The soldiers shouted back in chorus and, together with their General, carried their comrades-in-arms toward the gates leading out of the city.
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The night of their victory was full of minor losses. The explosion in the barn wasn’t the last act of sabotage committed by the city’s defenders. They managed to set fire to the storehouse that housed the arrows and the underground sewage system, attacked the convoy carrying gunpowder, and even blew up the whole street where they’d been transporting armor.
Hadjar and the commanders held a military council in his tent.
“How long will we just take this?” Helion hit the table with his fist. His eyepatch, which he wore over the eye he’d lost, glittered menacingly, although such a thing seemed impossible.
Agreeing with Helion, Lian nodded and adjusted her bushy brown hair. “They’ve been nipping at us all night long, but we haven’t answered them at all!”
“What do you suggest we do?” Hadjar asked.
He was reading the reports, and his neural network was doing the calculations. In one night, even taking into account all the setbacks caused by the Garnuthians, they’d greatly improved their position. But it was still a disastrous position to be in.
They’d replenished their supplies, but, because of the attack on the barn, they still didn’t have enough to survive the winter. And winters in the north weren’t the same as in Lidus. In Balium, if you went outside with a glass of hot tea on a winter morning, you would return home with tea-flavored ice cream.
Their army had neither the right ammunition nor the right amount of blankets to fight General Frost. Hadjar knew very well what a strong ally the cold was, thanks to the history of his distant homeland from the other planet.
Frost always helped those who were accustomed to it and destroyed those who didn’t take it seriously enough.
In addition to the approaching winter, a large number of cannons, taken from the city walls, still lacked gunpowder and cannonballs. The armor they’d taken would also have to be melted down, so that, in the heat of battle, the soldiers didn’t kill their comrades. This meant that the blacksmiths from their mobile forges would require coal for their furnaces, special materials, and so on from the suppliers. And the suppliers would go to the General. But who would Hadjar go to?
However, Hadjar was happy that the money taken from the treasury was enough to pay the salaries of the soldiers for some time—two or three months.
This was enough if he decided not to cooperate with the local merchants. But he would have to cooperate with them. Fortunately, every country had enough unprincipled people ready to trade with potential invaders.
It was the first law of commerce: any war was the fastest way to get rich.
“What you, General, had planned to do at the very beginning,” the spymaster’s eyes flashed, “raze the city to the ground. I don’t really understand your plans for how we’ll be leaving the city. Since we won’t be completely emptying Garnuth’s reserves, any army from Balium will be able to get reinforcements here and stab us in the back.”
“Precisely,” Tuur said, “even if an army doesn’t come to attack us, we’ll still be leaving the rear guard vulnerable to the garrison.”
Hadjar looked around at his commanders. In spite of everything, they were ordinary people, very well-versed regarding their own specializations. So well that Hadjar always listened to their advice and trusted their judgment.
Although the officers had one very significant problem. They couldn’t see the big picture.
“Does everyone agree?”
“My General,” Lergon rose from his chair. “I understand why you’re doing things as you are. I think that we need to leave the city as soon as possible.”
They looked at the Baliumian commander like he was crazy. Only Hadjar sighed with relief. He’d doubted Lergon’s ability to see the big picture.
“Explain, Officer,” Lian hissed.
The ordinary soldiers treated the soldiers of Balium with suspicion (even though they were now also ‘moon’ soldiers), and the commanders did the same with Lergon. Hadjar couldn’t blame them. Perhaps conquering Garnuth had slightly tipped the scales toward trust, but not enough. The General could only expect the situation to improve after a large-scale battle.
“May I, my General?”
“Of course, Officer.”
Lergon nodded and even coughed. He looked eerie because of his many scars and burns.
“I don’t have all the information,” he began, “but the army was never going to greatly benefit from capturing the city. We still have huge holes in our pockets, and the winter season is coming. Winters in Balium aren’t like what you’re used to in the south. If we stay in the city, we’ll be gnawed on from both the inside and outside. And when the army comes…”
“We’ll have the strong walls of Garnuth to protect ourselves with!” Helion barked and turned to Hadjar. “My General, we’ve taken the fortified city that no one has been able to capture before. Why do we have to leave it? Let’s wait out the winter here and then move inland.”
Hadjar looked at Lergon and waved his hand to ask the officer to sit down. The Baliumian officer saluted and returned to his chair. He looked at Helion like he was a stupid child. He probably thought the commander of the Moon army’s cavalry was actually a stupid child.
“My General, please forgive me for being late,” Nero rushed into the tent. “I was busy with carrying out your orders.”
“How many?” Hadjar asked, noticing that Nero was hiding his bloody hands behind his back.
“About a thousand and a half.”
Demons... 1500 idiots who had decided to disobey his orders and cause trouble in the city.
“Sit down, Commander Nero. Now that we’re all here, let me ask you, why do two hundred thousand soldiers in our army fight?”
The commanders looked at each other.
“You mean the Baliumians?” Lian asked.
“Yes.”
Lergon was silent.
“Because we’re fighting against the sect they hate, ‘The Black Gates’,” Nero replied, slightly out of breath.
“Exactly!” Hadjar rose from his chair and approached the map. “What will happen when the Balium army comes to fight us? Or when we start tearing this Fort apart? How many of the Baliumians will falter?”
The tent was silent.
“What are you trying to say, General?” Tuur asked, almost stuttering.
“I’m saying that you’re not thinking ahead. And that you don’t understand that we didn’t capture two hundred thousand people and didn’t force them to fight for us. No, we made a military alliance with them! These people are fighting with us against our common enemy. I hope no one thinks that the common enemy we share with officer Lergon and his men is the capital of Balium?”
The commanders began to exchange glances again. All of them except Nero and Lergon, that is. The former thought that his friend was completely mad, and the latter was able to see the big picture. Otherwise, he would never have crossed the border, would never have ‘betrayed’ his country, and would never have fought under the enemy’s banner.
“But, my General,” Helion rose from his seat, “you said that we’ll be going to war with Balium.”
“We will,” Hadjar said. “But we won’t go north, to the capital. We’ll go around, to the north-east.”
Hadjar took his pointer and drew it along the mountain passes and ridges until he pointed at a small valley.
“That’s ‘The Black Gates’ sect’s main pavilion!” Lian exclaimed. “With all due respect, General, have you gone insane?!”
“No, Commander Lian. If you think about it, you’ll come to the same conclusion that I have. We won’t be able to capture the capital, because Lergon and his men wouldn’t help us do so. Isn’t that right, Officer?”
Clearing his throat again, Lergon also rose to his feet.
“I’d rather die than let the troops of Lidus raise their flag over the capital of my homeland.”
“Damn traitor,” Helion unsheathed his blade, but noticed Hadjar’s stern look. A look that could cow the boundless sky itself. “Please forgive me, my General, but I don’t understand what is going on here.”
“You aren’t the only one,” the spymaster grumbled.
“Officer Lergon, are you ready to fight with me against ‘The Black Gates’ sect?”
The Baliumian immediately straightened up and punched his chest.
“If my hands are cut off, my General, I’ll hold my sword in my mouth. If my legs are cut off, I’ll crawl after you on my stomach, like a worm. One way or another, I’ll go with you, and crawl or swim if need be, to the pavilion of the sect. Even if I’m reduced to a disembodied spirit.”
“Then that’s where we’ll go,” Hadjar took a few toy soldiers and surrounded the seat of ‘The Black Gates’ with them. “We won’t touch a single civilian and won’t conduct a single battle against the armies of Balium. After a week of our march through the mountains, songs will be sung about us. The news that Lidus has come to fight not against the common people, but against the sect, will spread throughout the country like wildfire. Two weeks later, there will be not just a million, but two million people marching under our banners. A month later—four million. By the time we get to ‘The Black Gates’, we’ll have gathered ten million people. And each of them will be filled with anger and a need to get revenge. With their help, I’ll crush this sect and erase the very memory of their existence.”
Hadjar punched the spot on the map where the pavilion of ‘The Black Gates’ was indicated. When he raised his hand, there was no sign of it left. The commanders looked at each other. Their General had once again come up with a crazy plan that actually looked very insidious and promising.
Hadjar looked at Lergon sympathetically.
How could he kill the colossus that was Balium? Simple: he would cut off its clay legs.
As soon as ‘The Black Gates’ sect collapsed, the Kingdom would immediately find itself between a rock and a hard place. And vultures from all around their Valley would gather for the feast. The first and largest vulture would be Lidus itself. Not only the Moon army, but all four armies of Lidus would march to the northern border. And Balium would fall.
Did Lergon understand this? Perhaps he did, but didn’t want to think about it.
The fire of his hatred was too hot, his desire for revenge all-consuming. And it had slowly started to devour him from within.
The other commanders were thinking the same thing.
Was it honorable to take advantage of the Baliumians’ resentment to get rid of the only shield that protected them from the outside world? Not a bit.
But they had to.




Chapter 103

It was likely that no one, not even the soldiers of the Moon army themselves, had expected that, on the second day after the victory, Hadjar would lead the troops north-east. It looked like the General was really not going to fight against Balium.
He hadn’t massacred everyone in the city, even after all those explosions and other acts of sabotage. He’d kept his word and hadn’t completely emptied Garnuth’s reserves. The news that nearly a thousand and a half soldiers who’d tried to behave like bandits had been executed quickly circulated around not just the city, but also the nearby regions. Hadjar’s leaflets were now spreading further.
They were being handed out by traveling merchants and travelers alike. They spoke about the mighty and fearless General who was marching against the invincible ‘Black Gates’ sect.
Some people didn’t believe it, some scoffed at the notion, but every day, more and more people joined Hadjar’s army. This was a good thing, but it wasn’t just trained soldiers who’d deserted for the sake of revenge that had joined him.
There were mortals and lone practitioners among them. Some came with their own weapons and armor, but most had forks and axes, or worthless weapons of the same quality as the one Hadjar had once bought from a wandering merchant in the Valley of Streams.
And all these people had to be dressed, fed, distributed among the squads, and armed. Every day, Hadjar had more work to do and less time to train.
During the month of their march toward the mountain passes where the pavilions of the sect were located, the Moon army ended up having to fight several battles. But these battles were more like playful squabbles between children.
Apparently, not all of the soldiers and generals had a strong desire to stop the army from bypassing their cities, trade routes and villages. With every week that passed, the news of their advance spread further into the interior of the country.
Carts loaded with warm blankets, clothing, and food would often be sent to the army. Sometimes, they even received military assistance. Every time this happened, Hadjar thought about his native Lidus.
Did Primus understand that this exact same thing could happen to him? That his own subjects could end up helping invaders to rid themselves of him and his oppressive regime.
Finally, they reached the numerous villages lying at the foot of the mountain range. The mountain range was completely black, which was where the sect had gotten its name from. It was as black as the soul of the worst sinner to have ever fallen into the abyss.
By this time, the north wind had already come in, bringing the cold with it. The leaves had fallen from the trees and the grass had turned yellow.
Hadjar ordered everyone to set up camp, and immediately sent the engineers to the forest. He wasn’t going to rely on good luck and so he’d instructed them to put up barriers. They needed a fence, traps, stakes, ditches, and Serra’s defensive spells. All of it would be used to protect the camp and ensure the army’s safety.
In addition, even before he’d predicted it would happen, his army had grown to have two and a half million people in it. The Baliumians were now the majority of his forces and this had created a constant tension in the camp.
Judging by the tents, it was evident just how divided the people of the two Kingdoms were. They mistrusted each other and had every reason to do so.
“My General,” a bodyguard flew into Hadjar’s tent as he was busy feeding Azrea.
Hadjar looked away from his pet (if the arrogant kitten could even be called that) and at the soldier. He didn’t see the man’s face, hidden as it was by the man’s heavy helmet, but he could feel the excitement emanating from his subordinate.
It was quite unusual to see any of his brave bodyguards acting this way.
“What’s the matter, Greven?”
“My General, a sect practitioner is approaching the camp.”
Hadjar sprang to his feet. Mewing with displeasure, Azrea jumped off him and onto the floor, mewed again, and got on the bed in two quick leaps. Curling up after eating a piece of meat, she fell asleep.
“How many of them are there?” Hadjar took his sword and tied it to his belt. “Tell me! How many?”
“He’s alone, my General.”
“Alone?”
“Yes.”
Hadjar frowned. Why has only one sectarian come here? Is ‘The Black Gates’ truly so confident? Although, after millennia of enjoying absolute hegemony over the area, they had every reason to be.
Running out of the tent, Hadjar sent a runner for Serra and Nero. Soon after, the three of them hurried to the edge of the camp. Several commanders that had also been informed of the sectarian’s arrival joined Hadjar. Lergon was among them. He was wearing full armor and holding his longsword.
Apparently, heavy weapons like that one were very popular in Balium, as he was the fifth practitioner wielding a similar blade that Hadjar had seen.
Stopping at the entrance to the camp marked by a hole in the palisade, Hadjar put his hand on the hilt of Moon Beam. Not because he was afraid, but rather, to calm down the others.
The disciple of ‘The Black Gates’ sect was approaching them, walking along the yellow field. He was wearing the classic black robes with a hood his sect traditionally favored. He had a steel talisman in the shape of an X on his chest, but didn’t have any armor or boots. His only weapon was a scythe, the handle of which had been forged to look like a skull. The shaft, judging from the energy it exuded, had been hewed from a special wood, which was very expensive and rare. So, he was unlikely to be just an ordinary disciple.
“Bastard!” Lergon growled, shifting his sword from hand to hand.
Hadjar looked more carefully.
What had at first seemed like a small and very strange donkey was... actually a human being. The sectarian was riding toward them on the back of a naked, burnt, scarred human. His face had a gray cloth over it which was covered with red runes.
“I’ll kill him!” Lergon swung his blade.
“Take the officer away,” Hadjar intercepted the Baliumian’s sword and, in one motion, forced it back into its sheath. “Take him away! Now!”
The soldiers grabbed Lergon’s arms and dragged him back to camp. The man was still yelling: “I’ll kill you!” even as he was dragged away.
Hadjar turned back to the sectarian. Gods and demons take his soul, he was smiling! The smile itself wasn’t as scary as what it revealed: an uneven row of teeth which had been honed to a razor sharpness, resembling the maw of a shark. They could easily tear out someone’s throat or bite off a piece of flesh.
Actually, the body of the human who was being used as a donkey was covered in those kinds of scars.
Hadjar had at first thought that they were the bite marks of animals, but now he was realizing that... a person had made them.
“Hello, illustrious General,” the sectarian greeted him.
As expected, he extended his right fist forward and put his open palm over it.
Reluctantly, Hadjar did the same. The banal rules of decency were still there. And they didn’t distinguish between enemies or allies and treated everyone equally.
“Shall we talk?” the sectarian’s voice was soaked in something sticky and dark.
“Let’s talk,” Hadjar nodded.
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The soldiers put a low table covered with a white cloth in front of Hadjar and the sectarian, who were sitting on the grass. They also brought out a clay jug of wine and two wide bowls.
Hadjar, being the host, poured some of the tart drink for them both.
The sectarian sat quietly, and his ‘transport’ stood next to him. The human, who had lost his mind long ago, leaned over the ground, pinched the grass, and then licked dew drops off it like a horse.
“I see that you don’t approve of our methods,” the sectarian said.
He dropped his hood. Hadjar had expected to see something terrible, but the man had a most ordinary face. If you met him somewhere in a tavern, you’d forget him in a moment—gray eyes, high cheekbones, a low forehead. Nothing special. Well, he had sharpened teeth, but the sectarian skillfully hid them behind his lips. Apparently, it wasn’t the first time he’d negotiated with someone.
“You use a man as a horse. Why would I approve of that?”
“As a horse?” the sectarian took the bowl of wine from Hadjar’s hands and drank from it. “Good wine. Is it from the southern plantations of Lidus?”
Hadjar looked silently at his counterpart. Moon Beam and the black scythe lay beside them. That was also a requirement of etiquette. Those who didn’t observe etiquette, even with their worst enemy, were considered no more civilized than animals in this world. They were never dealt with or regarded as equals.
Respect and power were the two pillars upon which this world rested.
“In the mountains, even the best horse breaks its legs on its first day. Mountain goats, for some reason, can’t get past the Awakening of the Mind stage, so we use, as you put it, humans.”
“How I put it?” Hadjar asked. “Do you think he isn’t a human?”
“Not a he,” the sectarian sipped more wine, “but an it. You probably think that we’re demons or madmen, but we aren’t. For thousands of years, ‘The Black Gates’ sect has existed. For thousands of years, two mighty serpents have kept our peace. For thousands of years, the statue of our Patriarch has stared at the horizon.”
“That’s very informative,” Hadjar nodded and pointed behind him. “For two months, I’ve been the General of this army. In two months, I’ll break down your gates. In two months, I’ll make a new belt for myself out of your serpents. In two months, the statue of your Patriarch will be looking at the darkest and deepest crevice in these gods-forsaken mountains.”
For some time, he and the sectarian just stared at each other until his guest started laughing. He laughed hysterically, exposing his sharpened teeth.
“I’ve heard about your daring adventures, but your sense of humor is quite legendary as well, General Hadjar.”
“You know my name, but I’m afraid I don’t know yours.”
The sectarian drank some more wine.
“Oh, please forgive me for my rudeness,” after wiping his lips, he put his bowl back on the table. “I’m Meryl. The chief guard of the sixth pavilion of ‘The Black Gates’ sect.”
Hadjar nodded.
The sect had several pavilions. Their numbers were issued according to how far they were from the organization’s center. The farther away from it a pavilion was, the weaker its sectarians were. The sixth one was the weakest among them. And its chief guard was the weakest among the leaders of the sect.
Nevertheless, Hadjar could feel the power emanating from him. A power that was much stronger than his own.
This was further confirmed by the neuronet. Once again, it showed “??????” instead of any data.
 
	Name

	Meryl


	Level of cultivation

	???


	Strength

	???


	Dexterity

	???


	Physique

	???


	Energy points

	~1.6




“Let’s get back to the beginning of our conversation,” Meryl took the bowl and poured himself some more wine, “we take mere mortals and give them the opportunity to become ordinary disciples. If they fail the exam, we turn them into mounts. They are fed well and kept busy, and we can move around the mountains comfortably. Of course, we have to spend some ingredients on them, but, believe me, they’re worth it. If we make a deal, maybe I’ll give you ten thousand of these ‘horses’. With their help, you’ll get to our gates, which you so desperately want to destroy, much more quickly.”
Hadjar looked at the creature that had once been a human. He, or it, was still grazing peacefully. The wind was playing with the gray cloth covering its face.
It was a terrible and deeply unsettling sight.
“What do they need to do to pass the exam?”
“The same as anyone who wants to join our ranks—reach the eighth stage of the Bodily Rivers by the time they’re sixteen years old.”
“You do understand that an ordinary mortal can’t possibly do this by the age of sixteen, don’t you?”
Suddenly, the sectarian smiled widely and carnivorously. For a moment, his real face shone through. It didn’t have any of the courtesy that he’d stuck to so much in the past few minutes.
“That’s why I’m so willing to offer you ten thousand of our best transports!”
Hadjar frowned.
“But,” the sectarian suddenly said, “Maybe you have some sympathy for them? There are rumors, General Hadjar, and I don’t know whether to believe them or not, but they say that you don’t like slave collars and anything to do with them. Because of some childhood trauma, perhaps? But you’re from a remote mountain village, aren’t you? Did any evildoers kidnap your parents and do something nasty to them? Maybe they were even my fellow disciples? That would be bad.”
Hadjar flinched as if he’d been whipped, which was a sensation he knew all too well.
He unwittingly reached for his sword.
“Please do it, General,” the sectarian spit out the last word mockingly. “Come on, unsheathe your sword. Break the rules of hospitality! Great General Hadjar. Slayer of monsters and giants, who defeated Dragon Tooth with one strike, and won the battle at the Blue Wind ridge almost singlehandedly.”
“Leave,” Hadjar growled.
“But why, illustrious General?” the sectarian scoffed. “Even some of my own students sing the songs that praise your deeds. Where are your might and courage?”
“I won’t flout the rules of hospitality because of you, motherfucker.”
“Well, let me do it, then!”
The sectarian grabbed his scythe. Its blade immediately flashed in the sun.
Somewhere behind Hadjar, his soldiers unsheathed their blades, and the archers pulled back their bowstrings and nocked their arrows.
Hadjar raised his fist in the air and the soldiers froze.
“Do you think that you’re the first, General?” the sectarian whispered. “I’ve seen a thousand winters, Hadjar. I’ve strangled a hundred thousand heroes like you with these hands. Deluded fools who had achieved little but imagined themselves to be gods among men. I was at the Formation stage before your grandmother even thought of making love to your grandfather. To me, you’re just an ant climbing a tree and deluding itself into thinking it’s a giant.”
The sectarian laughed, stood up, and kicked the jug of wine aside.
“I’m on the verge of becoming a true cultivator,” the sectarian hissed, “but because of the stupid rules of hospitality, I had to drink this donkey piss. Come on, General, take hold of your sword. Show me how great you are. Because right now, all I see is a filthy mutt barking at a caravan.”
“Leave,” Hadjar repeated calmly.
He continued to sit on the grass, drinking the tart and sweet wine. He’d always liked it. It reminded him of Eina.
“You’re a coward, General. And a wuss.”
Hadjar looked up at the chief guard who had tried to provoke him. Maybe he’d lived for a thousand years, but he certainly hadn’t gotten any smarter for it. If Hadjar had been the first to break the ‘seal’ of hospitality, then the sect would’ve had a good reason to declare him a liar and someone as wild as an animal. How many Baliumians would’ve wanted to fight under the banner of such a man?
“Oh, I remember this old joke, you don’t say anything three times, General. Isn’t that right?” The sectarian turned away and went to his ‘horse’. “Do you know, General, how much you can find out about any man if you have enough money? And how much a girl, proud to have known the hero, will tell you?”
The sectarian cast the gray cloth with the bloody runes aside.
Something cracked and broke in Hadjar’s chest.
Among the scars and burn marks on her once beautiful face, he saw the familiar green eyes. The eyes that had once burned brighter than the hottest fire. Now, they were pale and empty. Lifeless, like the dunes in the Sea of Sands.
It was Stepha.
The first person who’d shown him kindness in his years as a slave.
The first woman who’d warmed his cooling heart.
“What do you say now, great Ge-”
None of the soldiers understood what happened in that moment. They saw a mighty dragon curled up on the grass, instead of Hadjar. A moment later, Hadjar sheathed his blade.
No one saw how he’d managed to raise his sword off the ground and how he’d gotten behind the sectarian.
Only the strongest among them could discern a black raven flying over the white tablecloth.
The chief guard tried to finish his sentence, but he couldn’t.
At first, his arms fell off, then his body began to split in half. But even before the fountain of blood erupted from him, the sectarian’s head fell from his shoulders and rolled across the field.
Without turning back, Hadjar knelt down in front of the once beautiful girl.
Hadjar felt her scars like they were his own. Her burns stung his skin.
He didn’t find a single remnant of that free, vivacious woman in her eyes.
He had been right—they hadn’t been destined to meet again. Here, on the grass, was only her mutilated flesh, but not her soul. That was long gone.
“Goodbye,” Hadjar whispered.
Covering his eyes, he slowly drew his dagger from its sheath.
There was no cry, no agony. The strike was quick and clean. She didn’t even flinch as her heart stopped beating.
Hadjar gently lowered what was left of Stepha to the ground.
He turned toward his army, and every single soldier shuddered at what they saw in the depths of his blue eyes.
“Bring a trebuchet!” he boomed.
That night, their chief guard’s remains flew through the sky toward the sixth pavilion. Hadjar didn’t care about what the stories would say, whether they would call him an oathbreaker or a hero… Whichever one it ended up being, there was no doubt that all the songs would be soaked in blood.
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Wrapped in furs, Hadjar sat near his tent and looked at the mountain pass. The north wind had finally brought snow. The large, white, cold flakes fell from the sky, covering the ground with a fluffy, cold blanket.
“My General.”
“General Hadjar.”
The soldiers passing by saluted him and hurried about their business.
After Hadjar had sent the chief guard of ‘The Black Gates’ to his eternal rest with one attack, the respect and fear they had for their General had grown. However, Hadjar didn’t see anything noteworthy in what he’d done.
Meryl had been the weakest chief guard of the sect, but even then, he had been on the verge of becoming a true cultivator. The man had surely been much stronger than Dragon Tooth. The only thing that had allowed Hadjar to do what he’d done was the chief guard’s pride.
Over the millennium he’d spent on the mountain peak, Meryl had gotten used to dominating everyone around him. The disciples, teachers, and masters alike had bowed and scraped before him. He was a kind of king. By god, the King of Balium himself had showed him great respect.
And what had he seen in front of him? A simple beggar who was still at the Formation level’s Fragments stage. In the sect, such disciples were valued, of course, but still weren’t worth the chief guard’s personal attention.
Even if he’d known about Hadjar’s talent in the path of the Sword, he might have considered it exaggerated or even made up. The simple lies of bards who wanted to profit from a song or get some free drinks at a tavern.
And that’s what had killed him.
His ignorance, arrogance, and the belief that he was destined to climb to the top of the world.
If Meryl had been fully prepared for the fight, Hadjar would’ve perhaps had to work hard to defeat him. Regardless, the General was confident in his swordsmanship. If his opponent wasn’t a true cultivator, he had a good chance of beating them.
“My General?” Lian came up to him quietly.
Dressed in fur pants and the same fur coats like he was, she moved like a cat through the snow.
“Yes, Commander,” Hadjar stood up and dusted himself off. “Is everybody here?”
“We’re only waiting for you, my General.”
Hadjar nodded and they entered the tent together.
If there was anything constant in a General’s life, it was the military councils. Every day, Hadjar had to gather all the commanders to discuss current affairs, plans, and strategies. Otherwise, he would simply be unable to control the growing army.
By the way, that’s why there was a new person sitting at the table/map. He wasn’t the best-looking man—he resembled a hamster that was always stuffing something behind its cheeks.
His name was Simon.
He was a mere mortal. Nobody knew how he had gotten into the army when it had camped at Spring Town. There were a lot of other mortals like him. But Simon had a belly. And not just any belly, but a huge paunch! Hadjar had no doubt that Simon could eat all of their Treasury and then trundle comfortably along to Lidus.
Simon liked comfort, women (he’d found common ground with Nero there), wine, and beautiful clothes. However, the Governor of Spring Town didn’t like Simon, who’d cheated him out of five hundred gold. A fabulous sum, even by the standards of the capital.
The savvy trader had been left with only two options:
The first had been to try his luck in the court, where all the officials were in the Governor’s pocket. Or join the army.
How the man had survived all the training, the battle at Garnuth, and the other hardships, Hadjar didn’t know. With the help of the Heavens or the gods themselves, most likely.
“Report, Simon,” Hadjar ordered as he sat down in his chair.
The fat man wasn’t a practitioner or a good warrior, but he knew how to make a good deal even when nobody else could manage it. So when this crook had been introduced to Hadjar and somebody had told him that he’d made a deal with one of the neighboring villages, which had enabled his army to eat excellent meat, the General had, without hesitation, made him a purchasing officer.
Within a week, Simon had quickly solved several very serious problems that had been tormenting Hadjar for a long time. That’s what it meant to find the right person for the right job.
“Yes, my General,” the obese man got up from his chair with difficulty. Everyone smiled inoffensively.
The chair creaked, as it wasn’t designed for such a massive tushie, as well as Simon’s bones. Apparently, they hadn’t been ‘expected’ to support so much weight.
Taking out a heavy scroll from the folds of his fur clothes, Simon unfolded it, muttered something, and began to read it, “My General, I’ve done all I could and even more, but not everyone can perform miracles, as you well know. If you’d let me use the treasury a little bit... Just a little bit, of course, I would’ve made a few very profitable deals and-”
“Get to the point, Simon,” Hadjar sighed.
He didn’t trust this Hamster enough to allow him to dip his paws into the treasury. Not yet, anyway.
“All right, my General. So, after trading with the locals, I was able to restock our supplies. If we reduce the richness of our army porridge by a quarter, we’ll survive the winter.”
“Even with all the new people constantly joining us?”
“Well, I have to say,” Simon looked away from his scroll and frowned, “my General, that… it’s not warriors, but hungry beggars and useless vagabonds that are joining the army. I’ve had to give seventeen thousand fur blankets and clothes to them over the past three days. And I hasten to remind you that we don’t have enough supplies. The people have to cope with the weather themselves, which causes an unhealthy atmosphere in the camp.”
Helion grunted and yanked the edge of Simon’s richly decorated fur jacket.
“Well, you’ve managed quite well, haven’t you?”
“I don’t understand what you mean, Officer Helion. I struck an honest bargain with the villagers for these clothes.”
“Who later came to us with pitchforks and spears, claiming that you cheated them at cards.”
Simon pouted and was about to answer, but Hadjar had neither the time nor the desire to listen to their squabbling.
“Go on, Simon.”
The Hamster cleared his throat and continued.
“We have enough gunpowder and cannonballs for five or six shots. But that’s not the point. Each cannon, as you know, needs at least three people to crew it. But we have only 118 trained men for 246 cannons.”
“I can send some of my people,” Lian said, “If they can use bows, they can use cannons.”
“With all due respect, Lian,” Hadjar turned to the commander of his archers, “if you assign four hundred of your soldiers to the gunnery crews, we’ll lose four hundred of our best archers.”
“Then we’ll just stare at the inactive cannons,” Lian spread her hands.
“We have to consider-”
The Hamster coughed again.
“My General, may I speak?”
“It’s the military council, Simon. Everyone can speak here.”
Hadjar wasn’t a democratic leader, mainly because there wasn’t democracy in the army. Only his orders and their execution. But at the same time, he understood that, even with the neural network, he couldn’t know everything. Moreover, he couldn’t fathom everything. So he appreciated every bit of advice and all suggestions. Especially when they were given by professionals.
“Let’s put the mortals on the cannons.”
The brave and experienced commanders turned to Simon.
“Have I said anything wrong?”
“Damn it…” Hadjar didn’t finish his sentence. Because he’d been busy with a variety of problems, such a simple and profitable solution had never occurred to him. “Simon, you’re going to supervise the gunners today. Commanders, spread the word: the cleverest of the mortals must be sent to Simon and the gunners.”
“Yes, my General.”
“It’ll be done, my General.”
After they’d discussed the supply problems, Simon left to carry out his orders. Only the ‘combat’ commanders and several of their assistants were left in the tent. Hadjar knew most of them by name—thanks to the neuronet.
For some reason, when he addressed the soldiers and ordinary officers by name, they got excited.
“My people inform me that more and more disciples of the sect have come to the pass,” the chief of intelligence began his report. “After you sent them the chief guard’s remains, the pavilion started preparing for battle.”
“And we’ll give them one,” Hadjar said.
The commanders fell silent, and Nero, who was smoking a pipe, blew out a cloud of smoke and asked, “How, exactly?”
Instead of answering, Hadjar looked at his friend and smiled predatorily.
“You’re crazy, General,” Nero rolled his eyes. “I’m already sick and tired of cursing the day I met you at the exam!”
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 “Of course, it goes without saying that all of us are amazed by your ability, General, to communicate with Commander Nero without words,” Helion nodded toward the brave officer, a vague hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But all of us are also very interested in how exactly we’ll do this?”
“Especially considering the fact that you’ve rejected all of my ideas so far.” The spymaster pointed to a pile of scrolls that littered the table.
“With all due respect, Commander,” Hadjar pushed the scrolls away and  grabbed his pointer, “your ideas will do nothing but lead to heavy losses for our army. We need to keep as many people as possible alive for a potential siege of the main pavilion.”
“In other words, you want-”
“That’s right, Lian,” Hadjar interrupted. “We don’t need a large army to take the sixth pavilion. Mostly because we won’t be fighting ordinary soldiers, but  the sect’s disciples instead.”
“Who don’t know what a military formation is. They have no officers and commanders as such,” Helion enumerated with clear contempt. “They’re an unorganized herd, my General. In an open battle-”
“In an open battle, they’ll annihilate us,” Nero interrupted him.
“That’s right,” Hadjar agreed.
He took a few pewter soldiers and placed them close to the pavilion. Most of the miniature warriors fell down, unable to stand on the numerous mountain peaks and ridges that surrounded it.
“Okay, okay.” Lian raised her hands in surrender, “because of the mountains, we won’t be able to line up effectively. But still, there aren’t more than forty, maybe fifty thousand of them. And the flat land surrounding the pavilion is more than enough for half a million of our soldiers to get into formation. With such an overwhelming numerical advantage, we’ll-”
“We’ll be destroyed regardless," Nero finished. “You, ladies and gentlemen, can hardly imagine what the sect and its disciples are capable of.”
“Well, tell us then, Commander Nero,” the head engineer said. Tuur was trying to be sarcastic, but failed to convey it properly.
“With pleasure. Each of the disciples, even though they have lived in the sect for only a few months, have already reached a level no lower than the twelfth stage of the Bodily Rivers. How many soldiers at that level do we have after the battle with the nomads? It’s a pity that Simon already left. He would’ve told you the exact number. I’ve been led to believe that we only have about seventy thousand.”
“It’s still more than the sect has, Commander Nero.”
“I haven’t finished speaking yet, Lian.” Nero frowned. He put down his pipe and folded his arms over his powerful chest. “How many of these seventy thousand soldiers know decent Techniques? How many of them have reached the level of ‘One with the Weapon’, not to mention ‘One with the World’? I’ll tell you. Judging by the extracts I have read from the imperial library, only around 23,000 of our soldiers have Mortal-level Techniques. Only about three and a half thousand of these are ‘One with the Weapon’. We have a paltry 216 ‘One with the World’ practitioners. That number includes the General here.”
It took some time for the commanders to digest the information they had just received. While Nero addressed the other officers, Hadjar watched Azrea hunting for another piece of dried meat.
Holding her belly against the floor, an almost comical frown crossed her face as she crawled toward one of the chests. Hadjar hadn’t closed it properly and it exuded a strong, meaty smell. This chest was where he kept the food supply for the kitten. And now, the white and fluffy thief was going to rob it before his very eyes.
It looked funny, but as Hadjar struck the table with his pointer, Azrea straightened up, pretending that she had never intended to raid the contents of the General’s chest, and jumped back onto the bed.
“Do you think the sectarians are in a much better position than us?” Lian no longer looked very confident.
Helion also seemed unsure.
“I’m not sure about the number of ‘Ones’ they might have in their ranks”, Nero shrugged, “but each disciple of the sect has several Techniques available to them. Don’t forget about the most trusted and senior disciples. Among them, there are most certainly those who are at the stage of Transformation of the Mortal Shell. Maybe even the Transformation of the Spirit.”
“Still, they don’t have a clear command structure.”
“But what they do have is more than enough individual strength.” Hadjar joined the discussion. “Each of the sect’s disciples is worth two or even three of our soldiers.  They’ll easily sweep away any of our formations, simply because they are much stronger. And because, from their very first day in the sect, they have been hardened by the constant fighting and rivalry within their sect.”
“What is your plan then, my General? I presume it’s a good one since Commander Nero is once again calling you a madman?”
“If the shoe fits,” Nero chuckled and lit a cigarette. “I have no doubt that soon enough, the nickname of our commander will be ‘The Madman’. And our army will not be called the Moon Army, but rather, the Psychotic Army.”
“Thank you for your input, Commander Nero.”
In response, the white-haired swordsman only waved his hand—You’re welcome, buddy.
“So…” Hadjar, still shaking his head at his friend, took the pointer and a single toy soldier, “where a thousand people wouldn’t be able to do anything, ten people could manage perfectly well. I’m not the first person to think of this, but the sayings that you hear are usually true.”
“Thank you for the historical insight, General.” The head of intelligence stood and went over to the map. “But, as you always say, can we get down to business now?”
Hadjar nodded. “This here is the sixth and weakest sect pavilion. But even it poses a significant threat to us. That leaves us with only one option.” Hadjar placed the toy soldier close to the pavilion. “We’ll do the same to it as we did to Garnuth.”
The Commanders looked at each other, their mouths agape. Maybe their General really was insane.
“Will we be throwing leaflets at it?” Tuur tried to guess.
“No. Simply put, we’ll rob it.” Hadjar reclined in his chair, his fingers steepled over his chest. “Now, it’s likely that there are not, in fact, forty thousand disciples there. There’s probably a lot fewer of them right now.”
“The tournament!” The spymaster nodded in understanding. “The main pavilion of the sect has organized a tournament among its disciples.”
“It’s standard practice for these sects,” Hadjar confirmed. “We’re going to use that. Even if the news of the chief guard’s death has already reached the center of the sect, they won’t make it back to their pavilion anytime soon if they have to go through all this snow.”
“Which means that the strongest disciples are away.”
“That leaves us thirty thousand of their weaker disciples to contend with,” Hadjar continued, “and their Masters. They will clearly be on edge because of the chief guard’s death. All we have to do is take advantage of their fear.”
“How, exactly?”
“With the help of Serra’s sorcery,” Nero replied. “Our General is going to encourage the sect’s belief that their chief guard could only have been defeated by a true cultivator.”
“Exactly, Commander Nero,” Hadjar smiled, “Serra will assist us by conjuring the illusion, which, in turn, will lead to the disciples and their Masters thinking that a Heaven Soldier is coming to fight them.”
There was only silence as the commanders thought about this latest scheme.
“But… I still don’t see how that would give us an advantage.” The head of intelligence eventually said.
“Well, besides the disciples, the pavilion is also surrounded by a series of enchantments,” Hadjar threw Azrea a piece of meat, “so, to get inside, we’ll have to breach them. The breach that we’ll be able to create through these enchantments won’t be sufficient for one hundred thousand soldiers to pass through, but it will be enough for ten thousand.”
“Ten thousand against thirty thousand?” Helion barked. “It’s a suicide mission!”
“Ten thousand soldiers against thirty thousand disciples,” Hadjar corrected him. “As you’ve pointed out, Commander, these aren’t soldiers that we will be fighting. How many of them will be willing to sacrifice their lives for the sake of the sect? Plenty of them, of course, but not all of them. What we need to do is make them flinch. And as soon as they flinch, all their storehouses and their library will be ours. We’ll gain a foothold in their pavilion, just like you wanted to do when we took Garnuth. Then we’ll wait out the winter in it—we’ll train our soldiers, hide among the mountains, and when the spring floods start, we’ll hit the fifth pavilion. Then the fourth one and so on, until we reach the center.”
Hadjar moved the toy soldiers along the mountains until they reached the spot where the sign for ‘The Black Gates’ had once been, but was now just the imprint of his palm.
“And that, my commanders, is the plan.”




Chapter 107

 “This has already become a tradition,” Serra said through gritted teeth.
The three of them—Nero, Serra, and Hadjar—lay behind a boulder near the border of the sect’s magically enhanced barriers. Three days had passed since the military council and it had snowed heavily throughout. It was useless to try and do any kind of reconnaissance in that kind of weather.
The snow had finally stopped today. The cold wind was still blowing through, however, and the sky was overcast with heavy, gray clouds. It was the perfect weather for some spying: there were no unnecessary sun glares that could betray an inept scout, and no snowfall, which made everything invisible even if viewed through the best telescope.
They lay on top of one of the mountain ridges, and for a while, they enjoyed a clear view of the rock-and-stone sea below, the majestic and endless mountain range. Compared to such a view, the Blue Wind ridge looked almost insignificant.
Wherever they gazed, the snow-white mountain peaks stretched toward the sky. They looked like huge waves, merging into broad plateaus in some places, then descending to the ground where they were greedily caressed by the huge expanse of forest below. Some even seemed to ‘go’ toward distant clouds, which circled around them in a slow, misty dance.
It was a majestic, calming spectacle—the mountains immersed in their winter sleep.
Against the background of this sea of black stones and white snow, the bright orange color of the sect’s pavilion stood out clearly. As it was under the gigantic, ghostly hieroglyphs that circled the sky above it, it had remained untouched by the winter cold.
Apparently, the flickering barrier of magic symbols protected the pavilion not just from their enemies, but also from any objectionable weather. The pavilion appeared to be experiencing nothing more than a late autumn while winter had already claimed everything around them.
It sat on an artificial plateau, resting among the artificially grown trees and planted grass that was somehow growing out of the rocks. Hadjar didn’t understand how they’d managed it, but he felt that charms and mysteries unknown to him had been at work there. They weren’t a mystery to Serra, but she always refused to explain the intricacies of such magic to Hadjar and Nero.
The numerous buildings made from yellow stone with mahogany overlays didn’t look extravagant, but rather, mystical. The sectarians lived and studied in them. And their scrolls and provisions were kept in the huge, round buildings dotted throughout. The Masters and disciples alike often paced the paths between these buildings.
They only wore black clothing when they went outside of the sect. Inside it, however, they wore regular, yellow clothes. The disciples held not only sickles and scythes in their hands, but also staves, which, along with spears, remained the most common weapon used in the backwoods areas—which were a large portion of both Balium and Lidus’ territory.
“One of the Masters,” Serra held out the telescope to Hadjar.
Looking through the muddy glass, he was able to spot a figure that resembled Simon in some ways—particularly the large potbelly, except that, in addition to an awful lot of fat that it was carrying around, the figure also had powerful, rippling muscles—much like Dogar had once had.
The Master didn’t wear any armor to cover his monstrous belly. Instead, he had only some red material, tucked in at his waist, black, steel kneepads, and a set of shoulder pads. His chest was also covered with six heavy, black spheres.
According to Lergon’s stories, and the intelligence reports Hadjar had received, these spheres indicated the Master’s pavilion number. They were sect shoulder straps.
The Master held a huge, black halberd with an elongated blade in his hand. It seemed as though someone had broken off the blade of a heavy sword and then attached it to a shaft of this special wood.
The neural network, once again demonstrating its limited usefulness, was unable to scan him. This meant that the Master was at the Transformation of the Body stage at least. Or, maybe, the Transformation of the Spirit. Perhaps even the New Soul stage…
“There’s a lot fewer of them than we expected,” Nero whispered when he took the telescope back from Hadjar. “There seem to be only sixteen thousand disciples here, maybe less.”
“Probably more, I’d wager,” Hadjar replied, shaking his head. “Some of them are meditating in solitude, or spending their time in the refectory or the library. But, yes, there are most likely less than twenty-five thousand of them present here.”
“That’s still great,” Nero said, returning the telescope to Serra. “What do you think about the barriers? Can you handle them?”
For some time, the enchantress looked at the huge hieroglyphs that were floating in the sky above the pavilion. Each of them was easily over 70 feet long and 35 feet wide. They looked much more... robust than the ones that had hovered over General Larvie’s castle.
“They’re well-made,” Serra admitted, not taking her eyes off the barriers. “I fear that I won’t be able to successfully do it without making any noise. Also, when I begin, the whole sect will immediately know about our invasion.”
“Don’t you mean the sixth pavilion?”
“No.” She shook her head. “The whole sect, I’m afraid. These spells are connected to each other, much like the silken threads of a spider web. Pull one of these threads and all of them will quiver at once.”
Hadjar cursed inwardly. So, they wouldn’t be able to hide the loss of this pavilion from the rest of the sect, even for a short while. It wasn’t what he’d expected... but it had been foolish of him to believe that their luck would change and finally turn its face toward him, as opposed to its backside.
“Can you rewrite them?”  Hadjar asked.
Serra took her time, observing the signs as they circled the pavilion. She was obviously thinking something over. Nero used this time to stare at her ass. Even hidden under the thick fur pants she wore, it still looked fascinating to him.
However, Hadjar was clearly more concerned with the girl’s answer than her figure.
“I will need a week,” she finally said, “give or take a few days. After that, I’ll be able to remake this barrier for myself. After another two weeks, I’ll be able to improve it.”
“Will it stop a Heaven Soldier?” Hadjar asked.
“Of course not. Only my Master would be able to make such an enchantment. At best, I’ll create something that’ll greatly weaken a practitioner at the Transformation of the Spirit Stage. Not stop them, mind you, but weaken.”
Hadjar cursed once again.
“Don’t worry, General,” Serra smiled like a clever thief. “It’s highly unlikely that the sect Patriarch will personally come out to fight against your army. If he did, it would take him centuries to restore the reputation of his sect. And that’s presuming he could even do so at all.”
Hadjar couldn’t argue with that. Recently, the disciples of the sect had tried to influence the masses by spreading the story that General Hadjar was a hungry marauder who had been banished from his own country. They claimed that he was so savage that he hadn’t even honored the rules of hospitality.
These rumors proved more than effective and the inflow of Baliumians joining the Moon Army slowly declined. People could be very gullible when it came to hearing ‘official’ news. Especially when they received said news from ‘different’ sources.
If the Patriarch suddenly descended from his throne and rushed to another part of the mountain range to personally fight the General... Well, it would be a wonderful opportunity for the bards to write new songs, and for the citizens of Balium to mock the sect.
“How much time do you need to work on the barrier?”
“An hour? Maybe two.”
Hadjar nodded. When he got back to camp, he thought about the upcoming battle and sent runners to fetch the commanders. It was time to prepare for another one of their mad operations.
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Thick, heavy snowflakes fell from the sky the following morning. Hadjar was glad to see that the weather was bad this time, though. He currently wore a fur vest over his blue clothes and leather armor. The cold got worse every day, and a mere mortal could die from hypothermia in these mountains if they didn’t dress for it.
Hidden behind a curtain of snow, Hadjar was currently surrounded by ten thousand of his best warriors. Each of them was worth hundreds, if not thousands, of ordinary soldiers. They stood on the plateau and waited for the signal.
Hadjar had to listen to plenty of Simon’s complaints before he was finally able to give the signal to begin the assault.
Serra had used twelve cores from Alpha stage beasts to create her illusion. Such expenses had been incredibly difficult for Simon to agree to, as they went against all his beliefs.
Robin, the hunter from the village in the Valley of Streams had used a similar illusion. Serra, however, had created a kind of talisman instead of just using the cores. A reliable and strong warrior had been entrusted with the responsibility of carrying the bag containing the cores and the talisman to the chosen location.
That same warrior was currently climbing one of the mountain peaks.
Hadjar looked at the small, black dot against the white rocks in the distance, and prayed that the warrior wouldn’t slip and fall into the abyss. Overcoming the snow and heavy gusts of wind, the dot eventually climbed to the mountain’s peak. A moment later, the dot began to grow larger until it turned into a giant figure easily visible to the naked eye. From a distance, the figure looked very similar to Hadjar.
The warriors didn’t hear what the figure said—the howling of the wind among the mountain peaks didn’t let them—but it gave the impression of being something very threatening indeed.
A clear aura and a sense of power emanated from the giant, as if he were a Heaven Soldier. The giant was holding a sword in his hands and a fiery comet rushed toward the barrier after his every swing. It looked like a sword Technique, but it was actually the Alphas’ enchanted cores. As they struck the runes circling in the sky, they exploded with colorful blooms of fire.
It somehow looked both fascinatingly beautiful and chilling at the same time.
Serra fervently channeled her magic on the opposite side of the mountains. She sat in a lotus position with dozens of floating talismans dancing around her.
As a result, the illusory figure—already causing a panic among the sectarians— along with Serra, as well as the warriors—waiting for the signal to start the attack—formed a triangle.
Nero shifted from foot to foot next to Hadjar. Wrapped in a fur cloak, with his white hair fluttering in the wind, he resembled a mountain dweller much more than Hadjar did.
Together, they waited for the signal.
When the fifth core struck the barrier, and the Master restored order among his disciples, the giant hieroglyph blinked once. The mountain range seemed to tremble at that moment, but the ten thousand warriors weren’t interested in that.
Hadjar raised his fist in the air as they rushed in to attack the sect. An arch appeared in the shimmering haze of the barrier, and a group of soldiers ready to annihilate their enemy rushed through it.
As one, they followed their fearless General.
They raced through, throwing off their fur cloaks as they moved, inhaling the warm air as they ran. The temperature was so comfortable behind the barrier that they could’ve been lulled to sleep if not for the excitement of battle.
The soldiers charged straight into the backs of the disciples crowded on the opposite side of the site. The warriors were easily able to cut through at least a thousand of their foes at once.
Alas, some of the disciples turned around. Even before the Master felt that something was wrong with the barrier, one of the disciples had called out a warning.
Hadjar gripped his sword more tightly and performed the first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique as he ran.
He created a 20-foot wide tornado with one strike—just like he’d done in Garnuth. Filled with sharp, ghostly blades, the tornado lifted a dozen disciples of the Bodily River stage into the air. Their bodies never came back down. Only a bloody rain fell on the heads of the warriors fighting below.
The warriors shouted as they fought, crossing swords, axes, spears, staves, and hammers. Flashes of multicolored energies illuminated the battle as lightning circled around ice spears. Gusts of razor-sharp wind collided with stone fists, and fire was fought with lava.
Hundreds of different Techniques all showed their deadly beauty and power at once. And Hadjar was in the middle of it all.
His sharp sword sent opponent after opponent to meet their maker with every slash. His movements were so smooth and fast that it seemed as though the General was hovering above the ground without ever touching it.
One of the older disciples, who exuded the power of the Formation stage, tried to attack him with his heavy staff. The heavy, metal rings nailed to the pommel of the weapon rang, creating balls of scorching hot flame around the weapon with each new movement. The disciple launched the fireballs with every swing of his staff.
Due to their intense heat, they left behind a trail of lava as they flew over the rocks. Hadjar dodged the first two streams of fire. Unfortunately, he wasn’t fighting alone. Two cries sounded and the burnt bodies of soldiers fell to the snowy ground behind him.
Clenching his teeth, Hadjar rushed forward, ignoring the smile creeping across the disciple’s face. The disciple grabbed the middle of his staff and twirled it around himself with incredible speed.
“Peacock’s tail!” The youth cried out.
This time, he didn’t create just one or two fireballs, but a whole myriad of smaller ones instead. They resembled a fiery fan, or, indeed, the tail of a peacock, as they flew toward the General.
However, none of the miniature fireballs reached Hadjar.
The disciple’s smile faded when he saw how incredibly fast the blade of the General’s sword was. Hadjar cut through the fireballs, closing the distance between the pair with each step.
The senior student yelped and tried to back away, but then dropped his staff, never managing to take a single step. Instead, a beam of steel light shot out from Hadjar’s blade and pierced his chest.
The swordsman threw the dead body of his enemy aside with such force that it broke in half. He brought down two disciples armed with kukri as they ran toward him. They didn’t even get a chance to see what had happened. Hadjar merely swung his sword twice and two potent, ghostly blades, visible even to an ordinary mortal, flashed through the air. They flew thirty steps, carving through the ground, and easily bisected the disciples’ bodies. They didn’t even get to use the Techniques they’d studied for dozens of years to perfect.
Hadjar ran farther and farther, getting closer to the buildings, until he heard a bloodcurdling cry split the air.
He turned around and immediately noticed a familiar figure with white hair flying through the air.
Wheezing and spitting out blood, Nero was holding a black blade protruding from his chest. The massive, potbellied Master stood in front of him. As Nero came back down, the Master threw him aside with a simple kick. Nero flew several feet and crashed limply into a rock.
“Nero!” Hadjar shouted, charging the Master.
The sectarian Master pushed away from the ground, causing it to shake, and soared into the air. He lifted his halberd above his head and black energy flashed around its blade.
Ten disciples stood in front of Hadjar. Each of them was ready for battle, but they could only discern a black, misty crow flying above the ground.
Hadjar closed in as fast as he could without being distracted by the pitiful disciples that were attempting to bar his way.
Sparks stung his shoulders, and dark energy pressed against his hands with the force of a hundred blades, but he held firm.
Large drops of blood dripped onto hot stone.
“General!” The Master growled.
He looked even bigger up close. He leaned on his halberd with all his weight, and Hadjar, gritting his teeth, held the blade down with Moon Beam. His barely alive friend was behind him, having difficulty breathing, still slumped against the rock.
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Hadjar pushed his enemy aside forcibly. However, all his efforts were only enough to make the huge Master take two small steps back.
The blade of the Master’s halberd was now moving in a semicircle in the air. Shards of stone soared into the sky, and a gust of wind almost pushed Hadjar aside. A deep groove, not caused by a Technique or strike, but instead a simple gesture, was now between Hadjar and the Master.
Nero groaned behind him.
Sections of his broken armor were lodged in his chest like the jaws of a rabid dog, blood gushed from his wounds, soaking the ground beneath him, and several of his bones were clearly visible. Serra ran to him, not seeing the road beneath her crumble. She threw her talismans, and they flashed and turned into a variety of birds. They attacked—pecking out the enemies’ eyes, ripping out their throats, and literally tearing apart the disciples as they screamed in fear and pain.
“Nero,” she whispered, kneeling before her lover.
After making sure that Nero would be taken care of, Hadjar focused entirely on his foe.
His instincts told him that his opponent was the strongest of all the warriors present at this pavilion. Time seemed to stop, and the battle froze as it always seemed to do before a battle truly commenced between two leaders. The soldiers and sectarians alike paused their fighting, forming a wide circle, in the center of which the Master and the General stood.
The black halberd was behind his broad back, and the sectarian quietly rubbed his enormous belly, mulling over the best way to destroy his enemy.
Hadjar, in his low stance, resembled a predator ready to pounce on its prey.
The scene was somewhat similar to a hungry tiger that was ready to sink its fangs into the gray skin of a slow, fat elephant. However, the elephant wasn’t scared and calmly looked at his opponent as if he were a mere bug that he could squash underfoot with ease.
“They’ll sing songs about me tonight.” The Master spun his halberd, moving it in front of him like a spear.
Hadjar attacked in a lunge full of uncontrollable rage, like a dragon that had seen its coveted prey in the sky. His feet left a shallow mark where he was standing. A second later, he swung his blade, shrouded with shadowy energy, down toward the head of the fat man.
A fountain of sparks shot into the sky, the ground trembled under the fighters, and ravine that was nearly a hundred yards wide, similar to the mouth of a volcano, appeared along the side of the mountain.
The Master defended himself against the strike that could’ve easily cut down a dozen soldiers clad in full armor as if he’d been swung at with a simple fly swatter. The halberd in front of him didn’t even waver, and he hadn’t received a single scratch from the impact.
Growling menacingly, the Master turned his body slightly and smashed his shoulder into his enemy’s chest.
All the air was knocked out of Hadjar’s lungs at once, and he slammed into the brick wall of a small house as he was thrown back. The sheer power of the strike had been so great that, a few seconds later, when Hadjar pulled himself out of the brick and wood rubble, he staggered, spitting and wheezing, hardly able to stand.
If it hadn’t been for the Technique that strengthened his body, he would have been broken like a child’s wooden toy.
Thanks to his training, he recovered quickly, still rubbing a hand against his chest, where a black hematoma had already appeared.
“Sturdy.” The Master nodded respectfully.
He raised his halberd above his head and brought it down against the ground. It seemed like this impressive strike would be able to simultaneously destroy the heavens and crush the mountains as well.
A wave of black energy rushed toward Hadjar.
It dug up the ground, crumbled stone, and reduced trees to sawdust.
The spectating soldiers and disciples used their best Techniques simply to defend themselves from the force of the Master’s strike. Some of them coughed up blood and fell to their knees, unable to resist the power of the halberd as they stood at the front of the wide circle of watchers.
Hadjar, still slowly approaching the Master, looked at the dark wave approaching him. He could feel the death buried within it.
“Calm Wind.” He swung his blade, and the air around him swirled in a tranquil dance.
The wave, which, just moments ago, had looked like an unstoppable force of pure destructive power, was unable to even touch the edges of Hadjar’s clothing. Spinning around the General in a black vortex, the energy quickly dispersed into the air. Hadjar, like a swift spring wind, moved across the ground, reaching the Master in a mere moment.
His sword moved like a fleeing bird’s wing, cutting into his foe’s right wrist. Large drops of blood ran over the Master’s dark skin.
The Master growled and attacked a second time. The black energy crushed stones yet again, but, same as before, it couldn’t hurt Hadjar.
Everyone watching could only spot a slight trace of the wind and a blurry, hazy silhouette— it was as if Hadjar wasn’t made of flesh, but ink that had been thrown into water.
He suddenly materialized on the opposite side of his foe. He glared at him, his expression steely, and then the sectarian’s left wrist bled as it was also cut open.
The Master, shaking his prodigious belly, growled like a wounded bison. He sent black wave after black wave flying toward the General, gradually turning their battlefield into something that resembled a volcanic crater, but no matter how hard he tried, Hadjar was always faster. Despite the fact that the power of his sword was significantly inferior to the halberd, the halberd couldn’t even ruffle his clothes, and Hadjar’s sword found its target with each swift strike. The sword left only scratches each time, but there were soon enough of them to cover the giant completely.
People watched as the shadowy silhouette circled around the Master. He moved as smoothly and beautifully as a feather thrown into the current of a spring wind, as a bird soaring through the sky, or a water lily floating on the surface of a lake.
And yet, his sword glittered like a savage beast’s fang.
He answered every attack of the halberd with a simple, easy half step. Moving away from the deadly and ruinous black wave at the last moment each time, he would only swing his sword once in response, and another stream of scarlet blood would stain the ground.
“Stand and fight me!” The sectarian roared.
His hands and feet were now covered in a grid of red scratches and cuts. Sweat dripped down his forehead, and his hands kept gripping the halberd, just not as tightly as they had previously.
Hadjar was also noticeably slowing in his counter-attacks.
When, after another collision, they stumbled back from each other, the soldiers noticed their General’s state: his heavy breathing and the numerous bruises that littered his body. Just being in such dangerous proximity to the powerful strikes of the halberd had been enough to cause him real harm.
One clean hit would’ve been enough to turn his bones into dust, but his body had suffered enough even without being hit directly.
“You fight like a coward!” the Master spat.
Hadjar once again ignored the mediocre provocation of his enemy.
What kind of idiot would fight a bear with a knife if he could arm himself with a slingshot? Well, except Dogar…
But Dogar was dead, and Hadjar still lived, carrying on his legacy.
“Let’s finish this game of catch!” The Master roared, moving his halberd back once again.
He put his index and middle fingers to his chin, whispered something inaudible, and then began to swing the halberd around himself at a breakneck speed. Two shadows emerged from the black vortex formed by the weapon. They continued to solidify until three Masters stood before Hadjar, instead of just one. Two of these three Masters looked like clouds of black smoke.
Hadjar knew without a doubt that this smoke was dense enough to kill him.
The wind tore chunks out of them, however, they immediately appeared again, like smoke from a fire or steam from a pot of boiling water.
The trio of Masters charged him as one, roaring like a wounded elephant that had lost its mind. The earth shook from the original Master’s steps, and the hearts of the people watching clenched in terror at the sight of the two black figures as they raced at his side.
Hadjar stood still.
He assumed his low stance, placed his blade back in its scabbard, and put his hand on the hilt of the sword.
He was like the wind, sometimes quick and elusive, sometimes violent and sweeping away everything in its path. His blade flashed once as he pulled it out again, and a loud explosion resounded. Everyone heard the sound of the sword.
A long, thin beam shot out from the tip of his sword and pierced through the air.
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At first, the Master only grinned when he saw the beam. After all, his opponent was a mere practitioner at the Formation stage. Having to battle such an ‘enemy’ was an insult to him.
But the closer the beam got to him, the more the Master felt the icy fingers of death tightening around his throat.
Sensing the rapidly approaching danger, he managed to wave his hand at the last moment. His two dark clones stepped in front of him and put their halberds in the beam’s path. He had previously stopped an angry bear the size of a mountain that had been at the Alpha stage like this.
The beam crashed into the first clone. Light, as if reflected off steel, passed through the black fog, and the first clone disappeared with a loud clap, causing the Master’s eyes to widen slightly.
He quickly put his hand on the back of the second clone and roared. It seemed to condense immediately, the stone under its feet cracking, and the wind no longer plucked ghostly scraps from its body. However, the beam, which had slowed down and lost some its power after the first collision, still struck this second clone.
Its decreased speed seemed to have little effect on its potency as it tore through the clone's chest like a dragon’s fang.
The master cried out in surprise rather than pain as two bloody holes appeared in his right palm and shoulder. His hands immediately grew weaker, and the halberd clattered to the ground, causing a web of cracks to spread all around him.
Hadjar put his sword back in its sheath again. He assumed a low stance and brought his hand above the handle once more. Six months ago, he had been able to master the second of the seven stances of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique.
At that point, his knowledge and skills hadn’t been enough for him to even attempt to understand the third stance. Now, however, he had mastered this Technique so well that he could use a simplified version of it in battle.
The first stance of the technique was destructive, but it was used for large-scale battles. The second one was defensive—it didn’t weaken the enemy’s strikes, but rather, redirected them.
The third stance had only one purpose: to pierce the enemy’s defenses as soon as possible by concentrating all of the user’s power and speed into one sharp point, allowing them to launch a single strike that could pierce even the clouds above.
The ‘Spring Wind’—that’s what Traves had called it.
The Master watched as whirlwinds of power swirled around Hadjar. He couldn't use this Technique too often, and he was now gathering energy for a final attack.
The fat man fell to his knees. He had neither the strength nor the desire to continue this fight.
He had lost to a mere practitioner at the Formation stage. He’d never thought such a thing was even possible.
“I’ll take you to the abyss with me, General!” The Master roared like a wounded animal as he plunged his hand into his own chest.
He pulled his still-beating heart out and bit into it, screaming as he did so.
Hadjar and the soldiers looked at the scene before them with their mouths hanging open. The disciples of the sect cried out not just in shock, but sheer fright as well, their hearts freezing in terror. Somehow, this feeling was familiar to every person there, not due to their own experiences, but because of ancestral memory from a time long ago, when defenseless people, wrapped in skins, had used to hide in caves at night and wait for the inevitable arrival of death.
This primeval horror could be heard in the cries of all the people witnessing the gruesome sight.
With his last breath, the Master mocked Hadjar one final time before he fell limply to the ground, which was now painted a crimson color. His chewed up heart rolled out from his palm but, contrary to any common sense, it gradually seeped through the stone, lower and lower.
Until it completely disappeared from sight.
What the…
Hadjar didn’t have time to finish this thought.
The earth trembled and began to move like the waves of the sea. Some of the people standing close to Hadjar fell to their knees; some were able to keep their footing. Hadjar, however, plunged his sword into the paving stones and looked down at the place where the heart had disappeared. Suddenly, a huge, clawed paw made its way up through the pile of stones.
The disciples of the sect dropped to all fours in unison and started to bang their heads against the rocks.
“Great Defender!” They wailed. “Great Defender!”
The gigantic figure gradually rose from the ground. Its paws, covered with emerald-gold armor, appeared first, followed by a fanged, catlike face. Its steel fangs reflected the light of the winter sun, and an ancient rage and insatiable thirst for blood were reflected in the darkness of its eyes. The wind ruffled the figure’s golden hair, exposing red plate armor that covered part of the creature’s skull.
Nine feet wide at the shoulders, and fifteen feet long from its muzzle to its tail, the Defender of the sixth pavilion, wearing emerald-gold armor and summoned by the Master, appeared in front of Hadjar. It was clearly beyond Alpha stage. While not as tall as Azrea’s mother had been, it could still turn half of Hadjar’s army into nothing more than a bloody memory with just one swipe of its paw.
“Serra, take Nero and get the troops out of here,” Hadjar growled, not breaking eye contact with the mighty tiger before him.
“But-”
“Hurry!”
Hadjar knew that as soon as he stopped looking into the tiger’s eyes, the creature would attack. The only reason why the beast hadn’t done so yet was the fact that it had only just now awoken from its recent slumber. Its paws weren’t ready yet and its muscles hadn’t limbered up. The beast had slept for thousands of years and had only been awakened a mere moment ago. It was still dozing.
Ignoring the slowly retreating soldiers around him, Hadjar tensed his whole body. He felt his blood pumping as his muscles creaked.
He planted his feet and began harnessing all of the power that the five Fragments within his soul were capable of producing. A vortex of energy, invisible to the naked eye, sprang up around Hadjar’s body. It condensed around his palm and sword with each new cycle, picking up speed as it did so.
The tiger shook its head, getting rid of the remnants of a thousand years of sleep, and Hadjar knew he had to act. He drew his blade so quickly that nobody even noticed his hand move. A moment later, everyone heard a familiar sound—the sound of a great impact.
However, it wasn’t steel light that rushed toward the tiger. The strongest among the soldiers observing the fight could distinguish the silhouette of a dragon hovering in the sky, encased and hidden in a rapid beam of light. This barely visible, ephemeral dragon opened its mouth and plunged its fangs into the tiger’s eye.
The tiger roared, making the surrounding area tremble with its might, and bringing whole avalanches of stones and snow down.
The remaining disciples of the sect cried out in both fear and terror as hot drops of the beast’s blood fell to the ground around them. They were so hot that they melted through the ground as they landed, plumes of steam rising up from the holes.
Hadjar dropped to one knee and leaned on his sword. Blood flowed down his hand—his mortal flesh couldn’t stand to channel such incredible force.
The General had used up all of his strength, all the energy stored in the depths of his very soul. All he could now do was breathe hard and watch the beast, deprived of its eyes, shake its head furiously.
Hadjar’s power, all of his skill, had only been enough to take the beast’s eyesight, but not its life.
Finally, the beast calmed down. Streams of blood still flowed from its right eye socket, but it no longer growled, using its tail to hit the ground instead.
Its claws shone with a golden glow, and Hadjar, unable to even draw breath, rose slowly to his feet. He was going to meet his death as befit the man and the General that he was: on his feet, with a weapon in his hand.
Just as Leen and Dragon Tooth had met theirs before him.
He raised his sword with a trembling hand, praying to the gods, hoping that Serra would manage to get Nero and the soldiers to safety.
The beast was ready to attack him.
Hadjar was going to die.
But…
None of that happened.
A small, white, fluffy kitten jumped out from the furs that surrounded Hadjar’s chest. She had grown a little, but she was still tiny enough to fit in the palm of his hand.
Azrea calmly and very gracefully walked over to the huge tiger. She looked at it with her pure blue eyes, and they both stood still for a few moments. Hadjar did not understand what was happening, but it looked like the two beasts... were talking.
After no more than ten heartbeats, Azrea yawned, turned around and returned with a few quick jumps to Hadjar. Her claws clinging at his clothes, she climbed back inside his clothing and curled up, soon peacefully asleep once again.
To be honest, Hadjar didn’t even notice her climbing back into his clothes. He didn’t feel her heat and body due to the fur clothing he was wearing. And the General could’ve sworn he had left her in the tent that morning.
However, right now, that wasn’t important at all.
The wind blew, and the beast, its claws flashing for the last time, gradually melted away like a mirage in the desert, covered with a veil that vibrated the air around Hadjar. The veil, in turn, sank back into the cracks in the ground. The cracks sealed up with a crash, and the rocks threw the gnawed heart of the Master back to the surface.
For a few seconds, everything was quiet on the plateau.
Hadjar broke the silence first.
Sinking to his knees, he started laughing, and the cheering army around him quickly joined in.
That didn't last long, however, as after a short while, the soldiers began to fuss over their comrades. The wounded were carried to the healers, and Serra followed after them, supporting the weak, wheezing form of Nero.
The realization that his friend needed his help made the previously helpless Hadjar rise forcefully to his feet.
Leaning on his sword, he hobbled over to where the white-haired commander had been carried on a stretcher.
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Serra, who was greatly worried because of her lover’s serious injuries, handled the task of fortifying the pavilion much faster than had initially been planned. She was able to cast a spell on the barrier in just three days, which meant that from then on, it would protect them instead of the ‘Black Gates’ sect.
After their victory, they had managed to move the entire army to the pavilion in less than a day. Thankfully, there was a lot of space available. Of course, it was still crowded—the disciples’ rooms hadn’t been designed to accommodate so many people—but the soldiers had already gotten used to a certain level of discomfort.
The bunk beds were built without any issues. The rooms, in fact, were numerous caves carved out in the rocks where the disciples had lived in seclusion before their pavilion had been conquered. These caves were hollowed out even farther and then turned into barracks for the Moon Army.
About a hundred soldiers were placed in each of them. Despite the cramped conditions and inconvenience, it was better than staying on the other side of the protective barrier, where there was a very real danger of being torn apart by sectarians, beasts, and the cold alike.
The officers stayed in the stone buildings on the plateau. Hadjar had been offered the two-story house where the Elders had lived before, but he’d refused—he was happy enough with his tent—and had ordered the doctors and wounded to take the house instead.
He chose to convene the Military Council on the third day. As usual, all the commanders, except for Nero, gathered within the tent. The doctor had said that it would take him a week, or perhaps a week and a half, to heal up enough to attend a council again.
The wound hadn’t been too deep, and the commander, luckily, wasn’t a weak practitioner. His body was capable of surviving great injuries, and there was always a chance to save a practitioner if their heart and brain hadn’t been directly harmed.
The stronger a practitioner was, the more likely they were to recover from any injury.
Hadjar was sitting on a chair and stroking the sleeping Azrea as she lie in his lap. He had no idea how the kitten had saved their lives, and the fluffy bundle of sass, of course, couldn’t answer the question. She merely continued to sleep and eat all the time, sometimes changing the order up—eating and then sleeping.
“Report, Simon!” Hadjar ordered the rotund supplier.
Simon was no longer dressed in his previous warm fur clothing, but was instead already adorned in silk capes, apparently taken from the Elders’ house. However, Hadjar didn’t see the point in worrying about it too much.
Simon could feel free to indulge himself. The most important thing was that the army and the Treasury didn’t suffer for his actions. It was reasonable to assume that Simon treasured his life enough not to risk it by doing anything stupid.
“Yes, my General,” the logistics officer coughed. He stood, took out a massive scroll, and began to read: “We've restocked our supplies. But, according to the intelligence we’ve received, the news of our recent victory is gradually spreading throughout Balium. So, accordingly, the army will soon grow larger once more.”
“And we’ll have a food shortage again!” Helion slammed his fist on the table. He had swapped his rag bandage for a new steel pad. This ‘decoration’ made his already frightening appearance seem even more severe.
“That’s right, Commander.” Simon nodded. “The sectarians’ stores of grain and provisions would be enough to feed fifty thousand disciples for three months. We haven’t touched those stores yet. We, however, will go through those supplies in a week. We have our own stockpile as well, but-”
“We’ll be forced to trade with the villages or hunt,” Lian finished.
She’d been able to find a good artifact bow in the Armory of the sectarians. If the word ‘good’ could even be applied to an artifact.
“I’d appreciate it if you'd stop interrupting me.” Simon frowned, cleared his throat, and then continued. “We did not find any armor in the warehouses of the pavilion, but there were plenty of medium-quality metal ingots, and they will be suitable for making armor. In addition, there is also a forge. I have already given the order and our blacksmiths have been forging suitable armor for our soldiers since this morning.”
Hadjar nodded approvingly.  One of the main problems he had found himself facing was clothing his growing army. A soldier who wasn’t protected by armor was doomed to die in a large-scale battle and was therefore pretty much useless. They would turn into mincemeat faster than they could realize how hopeless their situation was.
“How many sets of armor will we be able to make in time for the winter?” The General asked.
Simon pulled out an abacus and ran through a few calculations. He looked through his scroll and briskly sorted out the wooden balls on the steel threads.
“About a hundred thousand,” he answered.
“What if we give the blacksmiths more assistance?”
Simon’s abacus snapped again.
“Then we’ll have one hundred and twenty, possibly a hundred and thirty thousand sets,” he summed up. “Even if we send the entire army to work at the forge, my General, not every soldier can do the job. It’s not only a matter of strength. A sharp mind is also needed to make the armor.”
Simon looked at Helion and added, “Not everyone has it in them.”
“What are you implying, hamster?”
“Implying? You already-”
Hadjar looked at the bickering officers, and they quickly saluted and immediately calmed down.
“Go on, Simon.”
“The sectarians only have ten thousand arrows and don’t have gunpowder at all.  For us, this amount is a mere drop in the proverbial ocean when we take into account how much we actually need. In summary, we cannot survive this winter, and we will die of hunger. The first large-scale battle will see us lose most of our soldiers, and we'll still be short on armor.”
Hadjar sighed. The neural network had more or less told him the same thing, only more vaguely.
“Lian.”
“Yes, my General?”
“Take Simon and go to the nearest Baliumian villages. Don’t spend a lot of money, but do try to buy some provisions and possibly get hold of some metal. If they have it, of course.”
The archer nodded. She didn’t like the idea of collaborating with people from an enemy state, much less with traitors, but she had to obey the General’s orders. A second later, the archer left the tent with the chubby provisions officer in tow.
There were surprisingly few people left in the tent. There was the chief of intelligence, who always seemed so gloomy and silent, Helion, who’d used to take any risk, the chief engineer, and Serra. The rest were already busy with errands.
“My General!” Lergon entered the tent.
The leader of the Baliumians had proven to be a reliable and loyal ally in the last battle. Despite being wounded, he’d still managed to save at least a dozen soldiers from Lidus during the fight. Very few people were capable of such a feat, even while uninjured. One needed an iron will and a steadfast determination to perform such heroic deeds, and not every soldier had such qualities.
Not even close.
“Sit down, Officer.” Hadjar nodded at one of the vacant chairs. “I called you here to help me solve our latest problem.”
Lergon, covered in both old and new scars, sat at the table. He looked tired but excited. For the first time in its history, ‘The Black Gates’ sect had suffered a major defeat. Even though it wasn’t too significant for the sect as a whole, it was still a slap to the face for them.
“I understand.” Lergon nodded.
“Then I expect you to offer me some good solutions. What are we going to do with the prisoners?”
Helion was about to speak, but Hadjar raised his hand.
“They are people from another state, Helion,” the General reprimanded. “We haven't declared war on them. We have no moral or legal right to decide their fate.”
“We won the battle,” the cavalryman replied, leaning forward, both palms flat on the table. “We have the right that the swords and blood of our soldiers obtained.”
“It wasn’t just our soldiers,” Hadjar insisted. “So, it would perhaps be fairer if the Baliumians determined the fate of their countrymen themselves, would it not?”
Hadjar considered the fact that perhaps he simply didn’t want to be responsible for such a decision, and he was passing the responsibility on to someone else. Maybe that was the point. Hadjar preferred to call it delegation.
He had too many urgent matters to deal with and couldn’t afford to be distracted by several thousand prisoners. Moreover, he had plenty of scrolls lying around to prove it.
“What do you say, Officer Lergon?”
The Baliumian considered it carefully. The doubt was clear in his eyes. Thinking about bloody revenge was simple, but it was much harder to bring it to life—especially since he’d seen the disciples with his own eyes. Most of them had never left the sect and had done nothing wrong in general. And now Lergon was expected to decide the fate of these people.
He had to choose and also be responsible for that decision his whole life. This burden, or rather, the willingness to take on such a responsibility and endure it, determined the real leaders in any army. Even when it might seem like the burden was unbearable.
“I think we-”
The tent flap was thrown aside and the Healer of the ‘Bear’ squad rushed in. The scholar, usually neat and calm, looked a lot more tense than usual. His hair was tousled, the sleeves of his silken robes were rolled up, and his hands trembled.
Serra and Hadjar immediately stood up.
Their eyes reflected the concern they shared.
“I have bad news, my General.”
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Hadjar stood in front of the portable bed on which Nero lay, his friend’s breathing still labored. A cloth soaked in cold water lay on his reddened forehead, and a variety of glowing stones had been placed on his chest. Numerous odorous flasks with various ointments and powders were on the bedside table.
Sitting on the floor, Serra took her lover's hand and gently stroked it. She rocked back and forth as she wailed, trying, unsuccessfully, to hold back her tears. Nero hadn’t regained consciousness. He mumbled something that Hadjar could not make out as he absently stared at the black ceiling above him.
Hadjar clenched his fists tightly. He felt angry at the fact that the Master had already gone to meet the forefathers and he couldn’t kill him a second time.
“My General,” the scholar wiped his hands, but they still smelled like herbs and various mixtures. “I’ve tried everything I know. I have prepared over a hundred and thirty different antidotes thus far, but none of them helped the commander.”
“You said the wound wasn’t serious,” Hadjar replied.
“It isn’t.” The scholar nodded. “Come. Take a look for yourself.”
He approached Nero and moved the blanket off him. The healer explained to Hadjar that Nero was constantly throwing the blanket off anyway. He would alternate between hot and cold, just like during a fever.
The outline of the shallow cut was clearly visible under the bandages on Nero’s body. Black lines were spreading from the point where the halberd had struck him. It looked like ink now flowed through Nero’s veins instead of blood.
Nero’s skin had already gotten dark and gray. In some places, it resembled the flesh of a corpse more than the healthy tissue of a living person.
“Necrosis?” Hadjar asked, feeling for his friend’s pulse.
The Palace scholar South Wind had devoted plenty of lectures to teaching his disciples the basics of medicine long ago.
“I doubt it,” the healer shook his head. “If it had been necrosis, I’d have found a problem within the blood. A poison, maybe. But I could find nothing of the sort.”
Strangely, his pulse was steady, and Nero otherwise appeared to be a perfectly healthy man—other than the fact that an almost living corpse seemed to be lying on the yellow, sweat-soaked sheets.
“General, with all due respect and sympathy for your grief, I have hundreds of wounded soldiers that I must attend to.”
In fact, he was understating it. Thousands of wounded were currently lying, sitting, standing, moaning, screaming, or sleeping behind the screen. There were so many of them that some warriors were forced to share bunk beds. There wasn’t enough space for everyone—even in such a spacious house—and tents had been erected at the makeshift hospital’s entrance.
The army had a lot of healers, but there was a severe lack of good doctors. The scholar of the ‘Bear’ squad was one of the best doctors the army had. As a military scholar and physician, he always followed one simple rule: ‘Save those that can be saved, pray and swiftly move on from those who can’t.’
War didn’t tolerate time wasted expressing one’s feelings.
“I did everything I could, my General.” The doctor sighed and laid a towel on the edge of the table. “All I could.”
It was unclear whether he’d repeated it for Hadjar’s sake or his own. But, after sighing once more, he left to attend to the other wounded, to the ones he could steal from the clutches of death.
“Fool!” Serra was crying. Her eyes had lost their fire, and her lips trembled slightly. “May all the demons race down your throat, Nero. Stop pretending!”
The usually cheerful Nero muttered something inarticulate in reply.
Hadjar gently squeezed the caster’s shoulder.
“We still have time,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’ll find a way to cure him.”
Serra turned to the General but didn’t say a word. Hadjar knew she didn’t believe him.
Damn it. He didn’t even believe himself.
A dying friend who needed his help was lying in front of him. Even if the gods themselves came down from the heavens and told him that it would be impossible to save Nero, he would still send them to the abyss.
Hadjar turned around, going past the rows of beds on which the wounded soldiers writhed, and strode out into the yard.
The dark sky glimmered as large flakes of snow fell on the hieroglyphs that circled the pavilion. A terrible blizzard raged behind the shimmering veil for the second day in a row. The watchmen on the other side of the veil couldn't carry out their duties for longer than an hour at a time. Everyone who came back looked more like a snowman than a person. Many who wanted to demonstrate their patience and professionalism merely succeeded in nearly freezing their fingers off.
“Tuur?” Hadjar called for the chief engineer.
“Yes, my General?”
“I won't be available for the next few days. I would ask you to perform my duties in my absence. I trust your decisions as I would my own.”
“But, my General…” The engineer didn’t immediately realize that he’d been given the General’s locket. “I understand, my General. But there’s only one commander... you can’t leave your post now, at such a crucial time! Who knows when the remaining members of the sect will come to fight us… Without you, we-”
“I trust your judgment, Tuur.”
Hadjar said nothing more, turned around, and headed for the library, or rather, what was left of it. One of the smartest and most cunning disciples of the sect had set it ablaze. Many of the scrolls had been saved, but most of them had still been severely damaged by the fire. Many of the Techniques’ instructions were now so incomplete that it was simply impossible to try and study them successfully.
On Hadjar’s order, everything that had been saved had been taken out of the ruins of the old building. A separate tent was then erected, shelves built, and Hadjar appointed a second librarian to assist in saving what they could.
He wasn’t the man who had been sent by the Empire. Instead, he was the private librarian of the Moon Army. Now that they had their own library—the fact it had been stolen was swiftly forgotten—the Moon Army was the first among the armies in all the surrounding kingdoms that could boast of such an achievement.
On his way to the tent, Hadjar didn’t think for a moment that his actions were worthy of a General. He knew it. He knew in his heart that he was neither a hero nor a leader. He couldn’t bear the burden of such a responsibility because, while his entire army was at stake, so was the life of his friend, and he hadn’t hesitated to choose the life of his friend.
The songs lied, glorifying the hero and General. Hadjar was a simple man.
All he could think about was an illusory sort of hope based on a guess. If the Master had used some special Technique to infect his friend, then information about it might be stored in their library, as well as a way to heal someone afflicted by it.
He had to find that information and save his friend.
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Hadjar absently scratched at the stubble he had grown over these past three days as he laid the latest scroll aside. Hundreds of similar scrolls were piled up beside him. Now that they were stored in the database of his neural network, the Techniques of different levels had expanded Hadjar’s knowledge about the way of cultivation, but all of it was useless to him at the moment. He was unable to find the most important thing—information about what the sixth pavilion’s Master had used to inflict such an injury on his friend and leave him in his current state.
“Damn it!” Hadjar dropped another scroll.
It was useless as well.
He looked at the shelves in front of him. How many more scrolls would he have to look through? Almost a thousand different Techniques lay here in front of him. The information he needed could be in any one of them or…
Hadjar didn’t want to think about the alternative.
Nero was getting worse by the day. The black substance was slowly spreading through his veins and getting closer to his heart. Serra tirelessly applied dozens of hieroglyphs to his body, but those could only slow down the process. They couldn’t stop it.
“Time!” Hadjar ordered.
[Estimated time before the body transitions to a state of complete inactivity: 58 hours 36 minutes 42 ... 41... 40 seconds]
So, Nero had less than three days remaining, according to the calculations of Hadjar’s neural network. The moment the timer reached ‘0’, the black substance would slither its way to the heart of the officer, and he would be lost to them. Hadjar couldn’t let that happen to his friend.
Sighing, he began to read the next scroll carefully.
“It’s unlikely that you will find the information you need in here,” a familiar voice sounded behind him.
“With all due respect, venerable adept,” Hadjar growled out without turning back to face the Heaven Soldier, “I don’t have time to talk to you.”
“I understand.”
The old man, wincing slightly in disgust, walked around the piles of dirty dishes, leftovers, and shards that littered the floor of the tent. The stench was so horrible now that neither soldiers nor officers, not even the guards, came here these days. Hadjar wasn’t going to get distracted by anything—he didn’t wash or shave. He had become more like an animal than a noble warrior in just a few short days.
Stopping in front of the General, the Heaven Soldier sat down on a stool and picked up one of the scrolls.
“Mortal Technique,” he read. ‘A Boar’s Hoof.’ Who in their right mind would want to turn their left hand into a boar's hoof?”
“Someone who needs strength,” Hadjar replied without looking up from his current reading. “Not everyone, venerable adept, was lucky enough to have been born in the Empire.”
“Lucky…” the old man repeated. Sadness could be heard in his voice for some reason. “I wouldn’t wish such luck on... Regardless, I’m not here to talk about that.”
He pulled a thin scroll out of his clothes and handed it to the General.
“What’s this?” Hadjar asked, looking at a map of the mountain range they were on right now.
This map was much more detailed than the one in the General’s tent. A red circle, covering an area of several tens of square miles, had been drawn on it.
“It’s a map.”
“I can see that it’s a map.”
The old man smiled, and it was a little more predatory than what he normally allowed himself when he was among other people. They both knew that they didn’t trust each other and there was no need to hide this fact in an environment such as this.
“I’ve seen that kind of wound before, General.”
Hadjar’s mouth fell open, and he sprang to his feet.
“Do you know what the cure is?”
The old man shook his head.
“I doubt anyone does, except the Creator of this... Technique.” The old man literally hissed the last word. “This Technique is a disgrace to all true cultivators. It uses something that even the filthiest scoundrel would never stoop so low as to use. And yet, the Patriarch of ‘The Black Gates’ created it and spread it among his entourage. And I’m afraid that he's the only one who knows what the cure is.”
Hadjar swore and threw the scroll aside. He could sense that the Darnassian wasn’t lying. He had no reason to do so.
“The Patriarch of the sect would kill you with one strike, General, even taking into account your strength, which is quite unusual for the Formation stage.” The old man laid the scrolls aside and stood up. “I’m surprised the soldiers haven’t turned against you. I guess, General, that they perceive the weakness you’ve shown to be a repeat of the flogging incident. If it hadn’t been for that, I’m afraid they would’ve rebelled against you long before now.”
Hadjar didn’t argue with the obvious facts that the old man was laying out before him.
“What should I do with this map?”
The librarian turned around. He didn't look like a good-natured old man anymore. Now he looked like a wily old fox.
“Did you know that Darnassus is interested in the confrontation between Balium and Lidus?”
Well, of course, they are! The Lascanians were just the ones who incited the nomads against Lidus. Hadjar, naively, had suggested that they’d been the ones behind all that fuss with Balium. But bribing the savages cannot be compared to such a large number of agents infiltrating the General Headquarters’ ranks, and they’ve made a very questionable decision. If we assume that Darnassus was behind it all, then everything immediately becomes clear.
“And what does the Empire want so much that you’d send us to war over it?”
“You went to war on your own,” the old man said. “We only brought you to the border.”
Hadjar responded with a look of rage and determination.
“Okay, let’s get this over with.”
The librarian, finally shedding the remnants of his former role, nodded in agreement.
He was finally a true cultivator, a mighty being capable of destroying both Hadjar and all his commanders, along with tens of thousands of his warriors, with a single attack. However, Hadjar didn’t fear him, he was just aware of it. The librarian noticed this fact.
“We need something that’s marked on this map.” He explained as he pointed a long, bony finger at the red circle.
“Mountains and rocks?”
“The entrance to an ancient tomb. The tomb of a long dead cultivator is somewhere around there, according to the information that we’ve managed to gather.”
Hadjar looked at the circle. The entrance could be located anywhere, and even if the area of the circle had been several times smaller, he would’ve still had to spend years trying to successfully locate it.
“If I find him, will you cure Nero?”
The old man shook his head.
“You may think what you will of me, General, but if I could, I would’ve already healed your friend.”
“Then I still don't understand why I should find this entrance for the Empire. Even if you sent a message to your countrymen, they still wouldn’t have time to bring the medicine before it’s too late for the commander.”
Nero’s time was slipping away with each second that they wasted, and Hadjar didn't understand why he should spend all his time talking. He was just about to sit down behind the mountain of scrolls again when he felt that he was being held back by an unknown force emanating from the true cultivator before him.
The strength of the Heaven Soldier was so great that he’d completely restrained Hadjar, seemingly without any physical effort. Hadjar might have had a chance of withstanding the pressure if it hadn't been for the recent battle that had drained his energy reserves, which still hadn’t fully recovered. Right now, he was as defenseless against the librarian as a mouse before the might of a tiger.
“A cultivator of such power is buried inside this tomb, General, that you can’t even begin to imagine it. His legacy is buried with him, and it is precisely this legacy that the Empire needs right now-”
“Let the Empire’s people take the legacy themselves, in that case,” Hadjar replied.
“Don’t interrupt me, General!” The old man literally spat out the last word. “What matters to you is the Black Stone Flower, a part of the legacy. The blade of the halberd has been treated with powder from this stone, and now only that same flower can be used to negate the effects of the Master’s Technique.”
“And you think that I’ll be able to find this damn tomb’s entrance in only three days? Even if I find it, I can't just take the damn legacy and flower.”
“No.” The librarian shook his head, confirming Hadjar’s fears. “You’ll most likely die in the tests that the cultivator will surely have prepared—if you manage to find the entrance at all, that is.”
“Then why would I go there?” Hadjar asked again.
The librarian’s behavior reverted to that of a good-natured old man again, and he smiled broadly at the General.
“Because, if you don’t, your friend will die such a terrible death that people will turn gray at the pure spectacle of it. And you, it seems to me, are someone who would be willing to risk his life to prevent such a thing from happening.”
Hadjar cursed.
“Are all true cultivators so cowardly that they need to send others on missions instead of going themselves?”
The old man lost his cool for a second but quickly pulled himself together.
“General. I don’t meet the requirements set by the cultivator that would allow me to enter his tomb. You do. So, it’s up to you. You can watch as your friend dies or you can get ready to travel. From what I’ve seen, you don't have much time to waste.”
With that, the Heaven Soldier turned around and walked out of the tent.
Hadjar, clutching the map, looked at the veritable sea of rocks and stones inside the red circle on the map. He was ready to go to war, even against the gods, because he knew that his friend would’ve done the same for him.
He couldn’t just give up because of the threat of a few rocks and a dead cultivator.
Hadjar's blue eyes flashed with a deep, unwavering will. He left the tent after the librarian and strode over to see Simon. He’d made up his mind. He was going to look for the flower as soon as possible.
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Hadjar, wrapped in a white fur cloak, lay motionless in a snowdrift. He had painted his face and eyelashes white and had wrapped his scabbard in a white cotton cloth. He had no time to spare on endless battles with the local fauna.
He had to find a needle in a haystack... A haystack of snow and rocks.
At first, Hadjar had felt that this could turn out well. The pavilion was surprisingly close to the place on the map the Heaven Soldier had circled. A little later, it became quite clear to Hadjar that it wasn’t just the Empire’s people that knew about the tomb of the ancient cultivator. Perhaps ‘The Black Gates’ sect’s Patriarch hadn’t chosen this mountain range purely because of the black stones.
Most likely, he was also trying to find this tomb and take the legacy for himself. Whatever this ‘legacy’ even was.
Despite Hadjar being dressed the way he was, he still encountered a considerable number of dangers during his journey. He even came across a few one-eyed giants, similar to both Cyclopes and Snow People.
He’d seen a huge bird in the sky, and its wingspan was so huge that it could create a blizzard that raged for a whole day if it chose to do so. Hadjar hadn’t wanted to even think about its stage, but the bird had soon disappeared behind the clouds and was quickly forgotten. Or rather, the clouds had disappeared behind it... that’s how huge it had been.
Hadjar had also seen a dragon skeleton that he hadn’t been able to approach. The aura of the dead creature was potent enough to affect Hadjar’s body at a distance of more than a mile. Hadjar had tried to approach it twice (to allow the neuronet a chance to calculate its stats), but death had gripped Hadjar’s heart more and more tightly with each step as he’d come in closer than a mile.
At some point, Hadjar had realized that he would die if he took one more step.
After ordering the neuronet to remember where the skeleton was, he moved farther, going deeper into a series of mountain peaks, black rocks, and bottomless cracks.
He’d seen a pair of mountain lions fighting. They’d been as white as the snow falling from the sky and as fierce as an autumnal storm. Hadjar had had to hide behind a rock, which had shaken with every roar and strike as they’d fought.
Despite the neuronet’s ability to scan animals much more accurately than human beings, it hadn’t been able to determine the pairs’ parameters, which meant only one thing: these lions could’ve turned Hadjar into dust with just one breath. Fortunately, they’d been busy with more important things.
Once, while making his way through another ice barrier, Hadjar had thought that an earthquake had started. In fact, a huge worm had crawled out of the rock three hundred feet away from him.  Opening its round mouth dotted with sharp teeth, it curved around and drilled back into the rock, making a path back out as easily as a rat might chew through old cheese.
Currently, Hadjar lay in the snow, looking at a high cliff before him. Fortunately, the cliff was in the center of the circle the Heaven Soldier had marked on the map. The best view of the surrounding area would surely be from up there.
However, Hadjar couldn’t just amble over and climb the cliff.  A huge polar bear blocked his way.
The bear was currently gnawing on the flesh of some still-twitching creature. From what Hadjar could tell, the unfortunate prey looked like a cross between a mountain goat and a roe deer, and it was easily the size of an adult horse. The bear, standing on all four paws and plunging its mouth into the bloody meat, was about thirteen feet at the shoulders. It was hard to imagine how huge it would be if it were to stand on its hind legs.
Its green, inhuman eyes radiated hunger and bloodlust. Its muzzle was covered in blood stains.
“Scan,” Hadjar ordered.
The neural network clicked as usual. A variety of alert sounds were available in its settings, but Hadjar liked that mechanical ‘click’ the most. Transparent text messages appeared an arm's length away from him.
 
	Name

	Ice Bear


	Level of Cultivation

	Alpha (1)


	Strength

	4


	Dexterity

	1.2


	Physique

	2.7


	Energy points

	6




Hadjar cursed inwardly.
Large snowflakes continued to fall from the sky. They fell on his white cloak, making the snowbank more and more voluminous.
Beasts, unlike people, couldn’t choose to cultivate more or less equally in all parameters. They always had a dominant... ‘property’. Despite its advanced level, the bear had neither speed nor endurance. Its weapon was its strength.
Four points of it.
It looked insanely pathetic within the message, in purely numeric form. However, a single direct hit from one of the polar bear’s paws would surely send Hadjar to oblivion.
Hadjar looked at the mountain peak once more and mulled his options over.
Of course, he could simply avoid the beast. The problem was that it would take at least ten hours to do so. He would have to go down the slope, then, armed with a hatchet and special soles on his shoes, he would have to climb the surface of the ice. In some areas, he would have to bend so far that his ass would end up above his head.
Hadjar had already used up nine hours of the time he had to secure his friend’s salvation. Therefore, the way around was an unaffordable luxury for him. He’d have to fight this bear to get past and he would do it; may the gods bear witness.
Getting up out of the snowdrift, white all around him, Hadjar began to circle around the beast as slowly as he could. He’d been taught how to hunt as a youngster, so he tried his best to approach his enemy from downwind.
The snow didn’t crunch under his light footsteps, and no clouds of steam caused by his warm breath emanated from his mouth.
Hadjar was in complete control of his mind and body. He saw a target far surpassing him in strength, but he knew that he could beat it. He had to believe that.
And[DI1]  yet, the beast was at a stage equal to a human true cultivator. The neuronet had warned him that the animal was at the first of four levels of the Alpha stage. This meant it had undergone a recent transition to a new level of evolution. It was the equivalent of a newly advanced Heaven Soldier appearing in front of him.
“Calculate my chances of winning,” Hadjar ordered.
A click swiftly sounded and a new message appeared.
[The probability that the host organism will retain the ability to function: 53%]
Hadjar smiled.
Not a bad chance after all.
Hadjar put his hand on his sword’s hilt as he prepared himself for the fight. At the same time, the Ice Bear flinched and looked up from its food. It reared up on its hind legs, snarling menacingly. Its huge, imposing body cast a shadow that covered the nearest visible space as though it were a blanket. Blue energy swirled around its claws, turning them into long ice ‘swords’.
The Alpha didn’t need to rely on its sense of smell or vision. It had felt someone's gaze on it; a gaze full of the desire to kill; that’s how the Bear had realized that it wasn’t alone.
Hadjar didn’t say a word.
The Bear had some semblance of a mind at the Alpha stage. Perhaps it didn’t understand words yet, but Hadjar didn’t doubt for a moment that it understood the intent behind them. There was still thirst for blood and the thrill of the hunt reflected in its green eyes. It wasn’t going to retreat, and neither was Hadjar.
Moon Beam flashed, meeting the ice claws in front of it.
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The first exchange of strikes took place at a respectful distance of fifteen steps. Each opponent wanted to test out their foe and understand who they were dealing with.
The bear stood up on its hind legs and its height easily exceeded 24 feet. But even a giant like that wasn’t going to rely purely on chance. It had reached its current level only because it had taken every battle seriously and been prepared to do anything to win.
With that kind of attitude, even a simple bear, after a thousand years, could turn into an Ice Alpha.
A blue glow appeared around its claws, which were enveloped in long and sharp ice. This glow, accompanied by a whistle, closed the distance separating it and the small, hairless bug.
Digging through the snow and ground alike, the glow crashed into a translucent, shimmering blade.
Previously, when Hadjar had just been starting to comprehend the path of the sword, his sword had produced a similar glow. But after reaching the level of ‘One with the World’, he had advanced in swordsmanship, and he could now use not only a ‘blade strike’ at a distance but also the blade itself. There was no target that his sword couldn't reach within 98 steps of where he stood.
It took only one shimmering image of his sword to stop the light emitted by the Ice Bear’s claws in its tracks.
The two strikes collided in the center of the small plateau between them. They came together in a whirlwind of strength and snow, emitting a loud clap as they twisted and turned.
Taking advantage of the snowstorm, Hadjar pushed off the ground. His shadow turned into a black raven, and he closed the distance between him and his foe in less than a single heartbeat.
His sword, now enveloped in energy, flashed, and the blade slashed across the right leg of the beast. The bear roared, and first blood was drawn, falling to the snow. Hadjar, gliding through the snow, increased the distance between them again.
Not giving the beast time to recover, he assumed the first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. A single swing of his blade produced a tornado of razor-sharp wind that had ghostly blades within it and flew through the falling snow.
The tornado created a snowstorm that hid Hadjar from his foe’s green eyes, then collided with the beast’s ice claws. It sliced and crushed them, turning them into tiny, shattered chunks of ice. But, no matter how strong Hadjar’s strike was, it still wasn’t able to touch even a single hair on the beast’s body.
The icy claws reformed again and again, and the huge, enraged bear roared as it held the tornado of snow, wind, and razor-sharp blades at bay with its outstretched paws.
This was exactly what Hadjar needed.
Easily, like a solitary leaf plucked from a branch, he circled around both the tornado and the beast. Having sheathed his blade, he abruptly withdrew it once more. A steel beam erupted from the sword’s tip and whizzed through the air. The wounded bear roared in agony as the attack dug deep into its unprotected right side. A trickle of blood coursed down its mighty body, and the surprised beast loosened its grip on the swirling wind.
The tornado, despite losing the greater part of its force by now, struck the chest of the tottering bear. Tearing and cutting into its flesh, it threw the bear down onto the snow. Bloody ribbons gushed into the sky, and the wet, crimson snow now looked like a picture drawn by the wrathful brushstrokes of the spirit of war.
Its scarlet palette stoked the flames of Hadjar’s battle-hungry heart.
The man was preparing to strike as the bear growled and pawed at the ground.  Waves of ice began to radiate with a bang from its injured body, turning into transparent, jagged stalagmites, which gradually covered the snow all around it.
Not wanting to test whether his body could withstand such an attack, Hadjar soared into the air—and immediately regretted his decision. In the air, he was absolutely helpless as he’d lost his main advantage: he was no longer maneuverable and lacked speed.
The bear got up, standing on all fours, and its angry, green eyes flashed. It opened its fanged mouth, and a pillar of the same blue energy flew out of it. This time, the pillar was surrounded by ribbons of swirling mist that curled around it as it attempted to destroy its foe.
Hadjar swung his blade. He summoned forth the wind that was calmly blowing around him. However, the blue pillar was able to freeze the very air, leaving a clear trail of ice in its wake. The wind barrier ended up being nothing more than an annoying obstacle for it to break through.
Hadjar soon found himself enveloped in an icy cocoon. It dropped to the ground and split. Hadjar, numerous cuts covering his body, crashed into the very same snowdrift from where he’d recently been watching the bear.
The multiton carcass was already swinging its titanic paws to crush the bug that had foolishly attacked it.
At the last second, Hadjar rolled down to the other side of the snowdrift and the bear landed not on him, but instead, on the spot where he had been moments before. A wave of snow was kicked up, and the beast swung its paw with an earth-splitting roar. The blue glow it launched from its claws collided with Hadjar’s blade and forced him back a dozen yards.
Feeling like he was approaching his death in the form of a bottomless abyss, Hadjar slammed his hand on the ground. Again, he threw himself into the air, but this time, it was just two inches above the ground—enough for the rest of the beast’s attack to pass under him, but not enough to lose his maneuverability.
Hadjar stuck his sword into the snow and swung it, sending the shimmering image of Moon Beam toward his enemy. Only now it was hidden within the wave of snow that obscured the beast’s view.
The bear had enough intelligence to understand that something was seriously wrong. Bloodied, it rose up on its hind legs and emitted a deep growl. Once again, a pillar of energy came out of its mouth. It instantly froze both the snow wave and the ghostly blade that Hadjar had hidden within it.
But it was too late.
Taking advantage of the distraction, Hadjar floated above the ground like a fallen leaf. His shadow was a black raven, his sword a dragon’s fang.
He sheathed his sword, then sharply withdrew it again to send another steel beam flying toward the towering beast of ice before him.
Without wasting any time, he soared into the air and did it again. The steel light was now aimed not only at the bear’s chest but also at its brainstem.
Landing behind the beast, Hadjar took a low stance and raised his sword over his shoulder.
“Strong Wind!” With one swing, he called forth a new tornado of snow, wind, and razor-sharp swords.
Driven by its instincts, the bear defended against the strike that was hurtling toward its head, but in the same instant, the tornado hit it in the back, and the steel beam ravaged its chest. It ended up caught between a rock and a hard place.
The tornado cut and tore into its skin and muscles, inflicting a lot of minor wounds. The force of the tornado was so great that it dragged the bear forward, directly toward the piercing beam, which was already greedily digging into the beast’s ribcage.
Trying to escape, the bear roared angrily, but it was already too late. The force pushing against its chest and the force pushing it from behind worked in tandem and the bear fell.
Rivers of blood drenched the snow as Hadjar sank to his right knee, breathing heavily.
“Status,” he croaked.
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	Hadjar


	Level of cultivation

	Formation (Fragments)


	Strength
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	0.9 (4.4)




As he’d suspected, his remaining energy was only enough for one stance. And if his plan hadn’t worked, it wouldn’t have been the bear bleeding out in the snow right now, but Hadjar.
Pulling out his boot knife, Hadjar barely turned the beast’s heavy body over, and then confidently carved the core out of the fallen bear’s chest with a couple of quick slices. It was a huge, blue amber, almost perfectly round, with only a few cracks and muddy spots on its surface.
If the beast had reached the fourth stage of the Alpha level, then it would have easily beaten Hadjar. It would also have had a purer and less fractured core of power within its chest.
Alas, no one would ever know if this bear could have attained such power. In this world, where everyone fought for their place under the vast sky, the cause of death for a once proud and free beast had been a matter of luck. A matter of Hadjar.
It was a stupid coincidence that the bear had crossed the General’s path. But that alone had been enough to sever its thread of life. One that had existed for almost a thousand years.
After catching his breath and hiding the core within the folds of his clothes, Hadjar climbed up the cliff. He saw the most amazing sight spread out before him: a raging ocean of white rocks, which rose with the mountain peaks and then dropped down to dark and bottomless crevices.
“Scan,” Hadjar ordered. “Search criteria: energy anomalies.”
For about a quarter of an hour, the neural network scanned the surrounding area while Hadjar devoured a piece of jerky. He had melted snow in his flask. The water was tasteless, but cold and refreshing enough to help.
With a ‘click’, the neural network finished scanning.
A green grid appeared in front of Hadjar, red dots popping up one by one.
[Anomalies found: 137]
Damn it!
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137 separate anomalies within only a few dozen acres amazed him. Why were there so many of them? The librarian had said that only one of them was the entrance to the ancient cultivator’s tomb. The rest of them... If only Hadjar had more time, he might’ve been able to inspect them all.
But he couldn’t even afford the time to check two of them. Nero could die at any moment, so Hadjar needed to drastically reduce the number of displayed anomalies. Therefore, he needed to change his search criteria.
In fact, he had always had a flawed understanding of how his neural network actually worked. Back on Earth, which now seemed like just a dream, he had never been interested in the technological aspects of life, and he hadn’t really caught on to the intricacies of such complex structures and devices. Now, after living for almost twenty-three years with the network, he had slowly begun to understand the principles behind its operation.
As he had found out long ago, it didn’t have its own ‘database’. It just had unrestricted access to any part of his memory, at any time. It could also affect his optic nerves. Otherwise, how else could he explain all these messages and the green grid, which, like a scanner, currently covered the observable space before his eyes?
Therefore, going by these simple facts, it was safe to assume that the neural network had only an analytical core. Hadjar had no idea where this core was located, but he had no doubt in its ability to calculate whatever he asked of it.
“Sort the search results according to age. Display the thirty oldest anomalies,” he requested.
Hadjar crossed his fingers, hoping it would work. As he’d expected, the analytical network was able to effortlessly calculate the time frame for the appearance of these anomalies. Most likely, after a hundred years of meditation on the cliff, Hadjar would also have been able to do so, as the neuronet used only the data that Hadjar had access to—if only he knew how it did so. However, its ‘thought process’ was a hundred times faster than his own. If not a thousand times…
With a new ‘click’, the number of red dots decreased dramatically:
[Anomalies that match the criteria: 29]
This was great progress. However, these twenty-nine anomalies had appeared almost simultaneously. By local standards, of course: the time gap between all of them wasn’t longer than a single century.
Hadjar wiped his hands on the snow and drank some more fragrant but cool water.
He needed to find another sorting criterion. In his current situation, there wasn’t a particular difference between a hundred or ten options. He had neither the ability nor the desire to rely on good luck.
How else could he identify the cultivator’s tomb? People had searched for it for thousands of years. Every bit of land had been rummaged through, and yet the tomb remained hidden.
The first thing that came to his mind was: “Remove all anomalies that can be seen with the naked eye.”
He heard a single click a moment later and only twelve red dots remained in his vision. Hadjar wouldn’t be able to detect these, even if he came very close to their location. He had only found them now thanks to the use of special artifacts or, in his specific case, the computational power of his neural network. Hadjar couldn’t begin to understand how it could calculate their location at such a distance.
Maybe if he lived another hundred years, he would be able to understand it.
He had to keep thinking. Alas, it was impossible to tell the neuronet to simply: “Find me the entrance to the tomb”. It wouldn’t work—the neural network wouldn’t be able to understand what he wanted. Why had Hadjar wasted his time with such a thought? He’d already tried to do something similar…
His eyes widened as he got an idea. “Show only those anomalies that can harm living organisms.”
He heard another click and the number of red dots was reduced to three.
Just three, but they were located in completely different areas. One was at a distant mountain peak, hiding in the clouds. It would take him a day just to get there. Maybe less, if he used the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique instead of running.
The second was in a deep gorge, where an aura made up of many powerful creatures could be felt. Each one of the creatures that lived in that dark place was most likely several times stronger than the Ice Bear he had just fought. They were probably at the same level as the Tiger that had been summoned by the sect.
The third and most nondescript was on a wide, deserted plateau. It shone directly in the center, among the tranquil sea of snow.
Hadjar tried to reduce the number of results again, but the neural network gave him the same three red dots. Apparently, that was its limit.
“Damn it,” Hadjar cursed again. “How can I check them all quickly enough?”
Even if he assumed that he would be able to miraculously survive in the dark gorge, there were dozens of rocks and cliffs that he would have to traverse between him and each of the anomalies. It would take him almost five days to get from the first anomaly to the second.
His friend didn’t have that much time to spare. Therefore, by some miracle, Hadjar needed to correctly guess which of the three was the entrance to the ancient tomb.
Of course, he could always jump into the arms of Lady Luck, but she usually responded by giving him a slap. Hadjar didn’t believe in his luck much. It had never been his strong suit. And yet, he didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.
He couldn’t continue to play this mental game. After all, it was possible to list equally logical arguments in favor of each of the three destinations.
The ancient cultivator could’ve placed the entrance among the clouds so that only the most determined of practitioners could reach it. According to the Librarian, only those who hadn’t reached the stage of a true cultivator could get into the tomb.
And they also had to be under twenty years of age. Thanks to his rebirth, according to the neural network, Hadjar was only... three years old.
But in that same vein, it was possible to make such an argument for the gorge as well. Only an incredibly talented, brilliant practitioner could survive in the gorge and find the entrance. It was a sort of test to determine if he was worthy of the legacy.
Or maybe the cultivator had placed the entrance on the flat plateau. Maybe he’d wanted to fool everyone. After all, who would, in their right mind, leave the entrance to their last refuge unprotected and in such an exposed location?
He could play this game for eternity, bouncing back and forth between locations. And each time he did, he would find more and more logical deadlocks and inconsistencies and, as a result, he wouldn’t be able to make his choice for centuries to come. Like in that story where a man held out two glasses to his enemy. One glass was filled with poison. The other one contained only water.
The man took one of them and gave his opponent a choice—change glasses or leave everything as it was.
Two people seemed to be playing. But in reality, only one of them had a choice. And he was playing against himself. A losing proposition, as a man can’t really defeat himself…
Hadjar smiled. After all, it wasn’t a human heart that now beat in his chest.
He closed his eyes and sank deeply into himself. There, in the darkness, he saw a broad and boundless river washing over all things, past and future. The river of unlimited energy.
This time, he wasn’t looking for the sword energy in its depths. No. Just a hint of something. But he didn’t know what that thing was. Then he found it. Maybe Fate had prompted him, or perhaps the east wind, which had unexpectedly come to this place despite the season.
It blew in again, nestling in Hadjar’s hair and telling him stories and legends. The legend of the warrior whose fury had bent the sky and dominated the very ground he’d walked on.
Thanks to these stories, Hadjar was able to notice that, on the flat plateau, away from the bustle, the anomaly radiated a dimensional, steel light. As if someone had forever captured the gleam of steel within it.
The silhouette of a blade.
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Three hours, and several rather painful falls later, Hadjar finally reached the plateau. He found himself in the middle of a flat blanket of snow, surrounded only by the distant mountain peaks and passes. The area resembled a bowl or a straightened, gigantic palm more than anything else.
Despite his desperate circumstances, it was nice here.
The wind didn’t reach this place, as it was blocked by the rocks surrounding the plateau, and so snowflakes fell calmly to the ground at Hadjar’s feet.
Hadjar stretched his hand out and one of them landed softly on his palm. It melted soon after and drops of cold water rolled down onto the white, fluffy blanket at his feet.
Guided by the approaching red glow, Hadjar came upon... nothing. He was still on the plateau, but he only knew that there was something wrong here thanks to the neural network. If not for it, he would’ve walked by this place, oblivious to the tomb’s location below the surface.
It didn’t stand out. There were no oddities in the flow of energy, no special sensations, and no mysterious whispers or anything like that. There was no sense of mystique or ‘awesomeness’. There wasn’t even a snowdrift here, merely a simple field of the snow-white blanket into which Hadjar’s feet sank to his ankles.
And yet, the neuronet indicated that the anomaly was here, surrounded by a red glow (which no one else could see), and now Hadjar was standing right in the center of it.
“What am I supposed to do?” The General said thoughtfully.
He’d never plundered tombs before or even learned how to open the entrance to one. However, Hadjar had a few ideas that he would have to try out if he was going to succeed.
Squatting down, he put his palm on the cold snow. Closing his eyes and concentrating, Hadjar gradually began to release ‘drops’ of energy through the pores in his skin. They intertwined like ghostly threads, piercing the snow and rock underfoot. They sank lower and lower, like the roots of a young tree.
“Come on,” Hadjar hissed through clenched teeth. “Come on!”
Ten minutes of silence passed, and then an electric current hit his nerves. Hadjar shuddered, but he didn’t move his hands away. There, somewhere in the depths of the plateau, he’d felt something strange. Something different. The threads of his energy had come across some kind of barrier. It wasn’t stone or snow, but was instead made up of raw energy. As if someone else’s power had resisted his, not letting it delve any deeper.
Instinctively, Hadjar realized that, in order to get inside the tomb, he had to pass through this barrier. However, it couldn’t be done physically. Instead, he would have to use his energy because the barrier was at a depth of almost a thousand yards. All the stocks of gunpowder that the Moon Army possessed wouldn’t be able to clear a path to it.
How would he get through, then?
“Where’s Serra when I need her?” Hadjar sighed.
The girl would probably have laughed at his ‘mediocrity’ and immediately found a solution, but the desert witch was currently sitting by Nero’s bedside. Watching over his dying friend. He needed to hurry.
Hadjar clenched his teeth and shook away these thoughts.
He didn’t have time for all these mysteries and secrets.
Gathering all the energy he had, he aimed it at a single point of the barrier.
Stone could seem monolithic and unassailable, but if a thin rod was inserted into it and hit just right with a hammer, it could break it up into tiny pieces. Hadjar hoped that the same principle would work on the barrier. He pressed and molded, nourishing the curled thread that had been formed with his energy. It forced itself against the barrier, but nothing happened. The barrier didn’t even react to Hadjar’s power.
It was too strong for his current stage of cultivation.
Maybe if he’d been at the Transformation of the Spirit level, he would’ve been able to break through it.
Damn it!  Hadjar stepped back and, in frustration, he unsheathed Moon Beam and stuck it firmly into the ground at his feet.
Full of fury, he imagined that his blade was going through not the snow and rock, but rather, an enemy. As soon as the sword touched the rock hidden under the fluffy, cold cover of snow, Hadjar felt himself falling.
He flew down through vicious, cold, and dark surroundings. He drowned in them, not being able to either breathe or cling to anything to slow his fall.
He tried to shout, but only oppressive silence escaped his throat. It wrapped him in the shackles of infinite stillness as Hadjar fell and fell. He hurtled through void after void. There was no sound, no space, and no time. Only a lingering gloom and the absolute horror of existence itself being frozen.
Hadjar knew that feeling well…
After all, it was the same thing he’d experienced upon dying on the operating table.
***
“Everything is okay, my darling. Everything’s okay.”
Hadjar opened his eyes and then closed them immediately.
The bright midday sun was shining, and his skin was being pleasantly caressed by the cool, refreshing wind. Hadjar winced slightly when cold splatters fell on him.
He heard girlish laughter nearby.
“You were having a nightmare,” the same voice said. It was very dear and familiar to him. “Everything’s okay now. It was just a nightmare.”
He opened his eyes again, and his heart skipped a beat.
The wind was trying to blow her dark, almost black hair over her face. Because it was tied in a heavy, tight plait, however, it mostly lay on her satin shoulder as her warm, green eyes smiled at him. Her gentle hands caressed his cheek, and he no longer felt the loneliness, darkness, or silence.
Elizabeth was sitting on the grass next to him.
His mother.
“Mom,” Hadjar gasped, his own voice sounding strange to him.
He looked down at his hands. They had no scars, no calluses. His skin wasn’t rough and tanned, and his fingers weren’t knotty and long.
He saw his face reflected in her dear eyes. The face of a six-year-old boy. Happy and serene.
“It was a nightmare,” Elizabeth repeated as she gazed into his eyes. “Just a nightmare.”
“Mom,” Hadjar choked out.
He hugged her so hard that she cried out in surprise. Then, laughing, she held her son against her chest. Hadjar missed this feeling of warmth and tranquility. He missed the smell of her hair, the smell of his home, and the scent of the flower meadows beyond it.
In her hands, he felt as if the weight of the whole world had been lifted from his shoulders. His heart calmed, and the heavy silence gave way to a feeling of inner peace. In his mother’s arms, he felt as if he were flying high in the sky, covered only by a blanket of soft clouds.
“You’ll strangle me,” Elizabeth laughed. “Let me go, my darling.”
Hadjar only shook his head, burrowing deeper into her hair.
“Well, what has my brave knight so scared?”
And Hadjar told her all about his dream, still clinging tightly to her as he did so. He told her about how they’d been betrayed by Uncle Primus. That he‘d seen her die. That he’d been turned into a cripple, and then a slave. That he’d met the captive dragon and joined the army.
He told her about Stepha, about Eina, and about Dogar.
He told her about the Moon General, Leen, and Dragon Tooth. About how much they’d loved each other, and how they’d felt guilty about each other’s death, and yet had still found peace in those same deaths.
She laughed loudly as she listened to his narrative about his adventures with Nero and Serra.
She stroked his hair, and with every movement, the memory of the nightmare gradually faded, covered with a veil, disappearing into the depths of his consciousness somewhere.
“What’s going on here?” Another dear voice asked.
“Your son had a nightmare.”
Hadjar loosened his grip on his mother. In front of him, shielding him from the rays of the sun, stood his father—King Haver. He was alive and healthy, cheerful, and as powerful as ever. To Hadjar, he looked like an impregnable mountain that could hold the sky itself on its shoulders.
“Dad!”
The boy hugged his father around the waist, squeezing him as hard as he could.
“Well, son,” a heavy palm ruffled his long hair, “a man shouldn’t be afraid of nightmares.”
“Yes, Dad.” Hadjar nodded, releasing his father and walking away.
As it had sometimes happened, they gathered in the garden on the shore of the lake. The east wind was almost a full-blown gale, playing with the young girl’s long, dark hair. Wearing a nice dress, Elaine splashed in the water. His sister laughed, kicked the water, and rejoiced in the spray as it shined in the sun’s rays, resembling a scattering of precious stones.
His sister. Alive and well. With him once more.
Hadjar turned around.
He smiled at his mother and father. They told him to go and play with his sister, but he couldn’t take his eyes off them. His parents were alive, he could love them again, and bask in their love in turn.
He could stay here.
Stay here forever.
But he knew better…
In his blue eyes, his unwavering will still shone, and no illusion could lead him astray.
His friend was dying.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” Hadjar whispered, like he had many years ago. “Please, forgive me…”
With each word, the image of the six-year-old boy changed. His arms and legs grew, his skin became tougher and covered with scars, and the look in his eyes became more intense. It was the mighty General who now stood on the lake shore with his sword unsheathed.
Hadjar raised Moon Beam above his head and gathered all his energy for one strike. One incredibly powerful attack he would use to break through the illusion.
Before the dragon’s roar dispelled the deception, Hadjar noticed a warm smile on his mother’s face. Maybe it only seemed like it to him, but he thought he saw pride in his parents’ eyes. However, it was most likely a trick of his imagination.
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Hadjar now found himself in a cave. Or rather, what was supposed to be a cave. In fact, under his feet, there was a wide, stone-paved road. The dome, decorated with various writing and hieroglyphs, was lit by the flickering light of torches. Hadjar didn’t know how they still burned after spending thousands of years deep below the surface.
The ceiling was supported by broad columns leaning against the hewn walls, and numerous scenes from the cultivator’s life were depicted on them.
But Hadjar wasn’t interested in any of this right now.
Fury, the likes of which he’d never felt before in his entire life, raged within him. At that moment, he wanted to destroy the whole damned tomb, not just get to its center. Only the fact that Nero’s life depended on him stopped Hadjar from doing something reckless and jeopardizing the whole plan.
“The first test has been passed,” a voice thundered, seemingly emanating from every stone of this unending road. “Your will is strong, and your heart firm.”
Hadjar wanted to say something snide or tell the voice to get bent, but, alas, he couldn’t afford to.
“Hello, venerable Adept.” Hadjar bowed.
However, an ocean of hatred and anger still raged in his eyes.
“Just call me Spirit,” the voice said. “I’m merely a shadow, a fragment of energy left behind to guard the place where my path ended.”
“What you showed me, Spirit... Was any of it real?”
The torches flickered, and from somewhere in the depths of the cave, a strange echo came.
“It was real to you,” the invisible ‘shadow’ answered. “You could stay there, if you wish?”
Stay with his mom and dad? Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea.
“However, I don’t think your little paradise would last too long,” the Spirit continued. “Your body would have to lie on these stones while your mind wandered among the illusions. And judging by your power, your body wouldn’t last for more than a week without your mind. Then you would die, together with your paradise. Just like a lot of people before you have.”
Hadjar, whose eyes were now accustomed to the oppressive gloom, looked around. There were a lot of skulls and bones littering the path at his feet. What Hadjar had initially thought to be a small hill turned out to be a pile of human remains.
Well, it had been stupid to assume that he was the first person that had found the tomb. Apparently, thousands of other practitioners had also reached the entrance before him. After all, everyone had their own secrets and mysteries. Maybe some of them had gotten lucky, while others had made use of special artifacts or something similar to locate the tomb.
“You have passed the first of three tests,” the Spirit announced.
Hadjar winced slightly. Why did it have to be so trite—three tests? Why not five, or better yet… just one? Why, in all the stories that he’d heard, was it always the number ‘three’ that ended up being used? Sometimes it was ‘seven’, though, he mused. Could’ve been worse.
“But I warn you, Warrior,” the Spirit’s voice continued, “your power isn’t enough for the second test. Your sword is strong, but it will not be strong enough. You’re only at the Formation Stage, while even thousands of practitioners who had been on the cusp of becoming a Heaven Soldier have died here.”
Hadjar looked at the side of the road where it dropped down into a tunnel. What awaited him there? Judging by the echo, nothing good. It sounded like an entire army was marching around down there.
“Are you telling me to leave?”
“Not empty-handed, Warrior. You’ve passed the first of my tests, so I’ll grant you one gift: one of the artifacts from my Treasury.”
“Is there a black stone flower there?”
Hadjar felt the Spirit laugh—the torches shook and the rocks rumbled.
“Such a valuable prize will be available only to the one who inherits my legacy. But, as I’ve already said, you’re not strong enough.”
“Then I’m not interested.”
“Don’t be hasty, Warrior. In my Treasury, there are boats that can soar across the sky at the speed of a spring wind coming through the valley, there are spatial rings into which you can fit a house, and there are swords that make yours seem like nothing more than a rusty toothpick. Think about it, Warrior.”
His blue eyes glittered, and the light of the torches recoiled from the unwavering will reflected in them.
“I’m not interested,” Hadjar repeated. “And as you know from the songs, the General never asks three times, so shall we move this along?”
“Then go meet your doom, Warrior.”
The feeling of the stranger’s presence disappeared. The ancient torches flared, and the shadows cast by their flames stopped trying to merge into the mysterious figure.
Putting his palm on the hilt of his sword, Hadjar walked along the corridor. Every step he took echoed, which immediately merged with the sounds coming from the darkness beyond. Hadjar kept walking. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but the stone road didn’t appear to have an end. There were columns supporting the distant arch on both sides, and torches hung on the walls. From the darkness, the echoes of an army numbering in the millions sounded.
He began to feel trepidation. What awaited him behind the next turn? Would it be the same battle that Traves had put him through? Only this time, Hadjar was sure that if he lost, he wouldn’t miraculously enter the dragon’s palace. This time, defeat would mean certain death. Not only his, but also Nero’s.
Walking down the corridor, Hadjar didn’t realize that the Spirit was watching him. It looked down at the figure of the brave man. How many valorous men had it seen over the many thousands of years that it had waited for its heir? At least a hundred thousand practitioners had found the entrance to the tomb over the centuries. Most of them hadn’t even been able to resist the temptation of their own personal paradise.
The mountain of their remains was at the entrance to its tomb—a bed of bones for those who would come here. But if the first test challenged one’s heart and willpower, the second test was designed to gauge their power. The Spirit was sure that it hadn’t seen a will stronger than this man’s, but his power...
He was still at the Formation Stage, and only someone on the verge of becoming a true cultivator would be able to survive the path of power.
The first hundred steps were easy for the warrior. They would only stop someone who hadn’t yet reached the Bodily Nodes. The second set of one hundred steps slowed him, but they were intended to stop the Bodily Rivers.
The third set was a different matter…
After a while, Hadjar felt the air around him thicken further. With each new step, he could feel the space around him resisting his advance. The echo, coming from the darkness, sounded louder, closer and more dangerous with every step he took. It gripped his heart, and Hadjar remembered what fear was.
Yes, it was fear that held him and slowed his steps.
Clenching his teeth, Hadjar still moved his leaden feet forward, step by step. His chest shook, and he inhaled greedily, savoring every breath.
The Spirit watched the warrior as he walked through the barrier. He slowly made his way past what should have killed him—as it had killed all those who’d previously succumbed to fear and decided to flee from the advancing terror. Now they were forever enclosed in stone coffins, looking like they were supporting the arch columns that held up the roof of the tomb.
And yet, the man kept going. Inexorably, despite drowning in fear, pain, and horror, he walked as if through a wind that beat mercilessly against his face. He crouched down, putting his hands forward, but still, he didn’t stop moving. Step by step, he overcame his own limitations.
He got past the third set of steps, despite the fact that this shouldn’t have been possible for a practitioner at the Formation Stage.
The Spirit watched the man with interest now.
At some point, Hadjar fell to all fours. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. His very soul was gripped by a chilling terror as the air in front of him turned into a stone wall. He could neither raise his hands nor push off with his feet. Like a beaten dog, he froze on all fours, unable to move on. And, worst of all, he somehow knew that, if he turned around, he would instantly be saved.
He’d be able to breathe again; his heart would resume beating quietly.
If he left this terrible path, this insurmountable obstacle, he would be saved. He wouldn’t have to suffer.
The Spirit looked at the man as he knelt there. Apparently, a miracle wouldn’t be happening here today. The dome would be supported by yet another column. He might visit it sometimes to remember the brave practitioner.
The shadow of the long-deceased master turned away from what was happening as soon the monolithic arch shook. Stones fell on the columns and the floor with a loud crack as the echo of the marching army fought against the echo of an animalistic roar.
The Spirit turned to see the man get up slowly, trembling, growling, and sweating. His blue eyes glinted, and all around his body, a silhouette spun. The silhouette of a dragon charging into battle.
Impossible, the shadow thought, this can’t be happening.
Contrary to common sense, the laws of the universe, his own limits, and the will of Heaven itself, the warrior continued on his way. With each step, he growled louder still, and his every movement made the image of the dragon more tangible.
A practitioner who was only at the Formation Stage, with his unbreakable will and unwavering heart alone, had been able to conquer the path that had killed thousands of others, people who’d almost been true cultivators.
Eventually, Hadjar fell to the ground.
The gloomy corridor remained behind him, however. He was now on a cliff in the center of a huge cave.
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Hadjar rose to his feet, catching his breath, and immediately froze. What he had at first mistaken for a cave was, in fact, a space that could easily accommodate the whole of Spring Town, possibly with room to spare.
Hadjar now stood on an actual hill, covered with real grass. On each side of him, there were two stone statues depicting demonic dogs, their fanged jaws wide open, and protecting the entrance to the tomb.
What had seemed like a wall at first glance turned out to be a dragon’s body. Hundreds of yards long, it curled around a giant turtle. Made from stone, and covered with green grass and emerald plates, it served as the foundation for an amazing, beautiful palace. The red walls and golden roofs glittered. Where was this bright and warm light coming from?
Looking up, Hadjar realized that the source of the light was a huge fireball hovering over the palace, and it was attached to the mosaic that covered the ‘stone sky’. The vault, now clearly in sight, seemed so far away. This glowing ball seemed to draw in the giant dragon statue. Coiled around the turtle, it was forever frozen in a violent leap, trying either to destroy the palace or absorb the ball of fire.
But, in opposition to the dragon, a huge white stork had spread its wings. It had seemingly rushed to protect the palace and the miniature sun that populated the stone sky above. The two statues ‘circled’ around the turtle and the palace. Their eyes looked greedily at a small statue standing on the very crown of the turtle.
Hadjar blinked a couple of times and looked at the walls of the cave. In fact, there were also nine huge statues depicting a figure that was familiar to Hadjar, spaced equidistantly around the walls.
It was the God of War—Derger. Hadjar’s former commander Dogar had been named after him, and he had grown to be as mighty as his patron. The statues here depicted the God in various poses: one showed him holding a sword, his fanged face disfigured by rage, and another showed him looking at infinity.
He was half naked and wearing only a steel kilt of sorts and a belt, fastened by a buckle and the muzzles of various animals.
Four columns stood in front of these statues. The columns held the vault within them, which seemed to be the sky itself. They were also red and gold. They forever captured the battle between the dragon and the stork.
“You’ve surprised me, Warrior.”
Hadjar turned around. A man stood behind him. Judging by his appearance, he had very few human features. His skin was a pinkish-bronze, and his white hair couldn’t hide his pointed ears. His golden eyes gleamed; a blue tattoo depicting a crescent moon shone on his forehead and he had two drawn, red lines on his cheekbones.
He wore white clothes and armor over them. The heavy breastplate, topped with numerous spikes, caught and absorbed the glare of the light.
He held a short sword in his hand, and the blade glinted with a flickering blue fire. Not a shadowy or illusory flame, but a real one. Hadjar had never seen anything like it, and he doubted that he’d be able to summon the wind to his own weapon like that.
“Honorable adept?”
“Spirit,” the being corrected him. “I’m just a spirit. The palace that you see before you is actually a treasury that I have been left in charge of.”
Hadjar looked at the huge building. How many treasures had the cultivator had? What power had he possessed in life that allowed him to build such a tomb and put this spirit here? A spirit that was stronger than Traves when he’d been alive.
“Where…?”
Instead of providing an answer, the shadow pointed to the fireball circling under the vault. Looking at it more closely, Hadjar realized that this wasn’t an artifact, but... an actual core of power. A core that was even larger than the Fort at the Blue Wind Ridge.
The warrior couldn’t even begin to imagine what kind of power the old man had possessed while he’d been alive.
Still...
“Am I talking to an Immortal?”  Hadjar asked.
“You are.”
“But I thought Immortals were... well, immortal.”
The Spirit smiled. Luckily, his teeth weren’t fangs. Instead, they resembled ordinary teeth, except for the fact that they were far too white.
“Time has no power over us, that much is true. But even if a cultivator can defy the will of Heaven, he can’t overcome the order of the Universe. All that exists in this world must have an end, Warrior. An Immortal can easily be killed by another Immortal. Wounded, I came here to these mountains. I had enough time to build this tomb and leave my legacy behind. Nothing scares an Immortal more than being lost in the rivers of time. Many of us have abandoned our teachings, but we can discuss those later.”
Hadjar could argue with that statement. He had learned more from just several phrases spoken by the Spirit than from the libraries of both Darnassus and the sect combined.
So, Immortals could be killed, but they didn’t age. If the Spirit spoke of them as being so commonplace and referred to them in the plural, then...  Damn, how many Immortals were there, exactly? What was even more interesting was how many tombs must’ve been scattered around the world, containing unimaginable wealth and knowledge…
“You’ve passed the first two tests,” the Spirit continued. “I don’t know what miracle let you pass the second one, but... I see you holding your sword and that’s good. Apparently, Fate has brought you to me because I fought my way through time by using only my blade as well. I’ve created hundreds of different Techniques, related to many different aspects of life, but still, my best creation, my legacy, is my own Sword Technique. It allowed me to gain my Immortality. I’ll pass it on to the one who can pass the third and final test.”
The Spirit didn’t raise his sword. He didn’t take any sort of stance, and he didn’t move a single muscle. Nothing disturbed the energy around them, but despite that, Hadjar suddenly took a few steps back.
He realized that it wasn’t just a shadow standing in front of him, but a real Immortal, and that his mere whim, just the light of his blade, would be enough to turn this cave into rubble. Not to mention destroy Hadjar and vaporize his very soul in the process.
“You’re the third practitioner to reach the final test. Only two men were able to reach the entrance to my Treasury before you. Both of them were geniuses. While still being on the verge of becoming true cultivators, their power had been enough to allow them to fight a Knight of the Spirit on an equal footing. And yet, they were both killed. Now they look at you and wish you good luck in your test.”
Hadjar looked at the statues of the demon dogs. So that was why there were only two of them...
“The third challenge tests your sword,” the Spirit explained, “but, as I’ve been waiting for someone who stands on the verge of becoming a Heaven Soldier, it is foolish to expect that you’ll be able to fight me. That is why, out of respect for your extraordinary willpower and courage, I’ll give you a slight chance. I’ll let you land one strike. Just one. I’ll neither defend myself nor dodge it. If you are able to hurt me in the slightest, I’ll consider you worthy of my legacy.”
One attack? Well, in the face of death, he had no real choice in the matter.
Hadjar remembered what unimaginable power the Lasсanian had demonstrated. If even such monsters had eventually been turned into these statues, then what would happen to Hadjar…?
“I’m waiting.”
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The Spirit stood in front of him, ready to take a slash of his sword and end this brave warrior’s life. He didn’t believe that this practitioner of the Formation Stage, not even the Superior One, would ever be able to injure him.
And yet, not an ounce of fear could be seen in the warrior’s eyes. Only pure determination. He had to save his friend.
Hadjar put his hand on his sheath. The vortices of power spun around him—like in the fight against the sectarians’ beast—with the addition of steel sparks, which now shone among these vortices.
The Spirit looked at them and didn’t know whether this was a trick of the light and shadows or if the warrior standing before him had pulled off a new miracle. But no, it was absolutely foolish to think that a simple practitioner could hope to summon the energy of the Sword.
The Spirit didn’t know that the tests had been useful to Hadjar.
Seeing his mom and dad again had removed the veil of sorrow from his heart, helping him rediscover the world around him. The flame of life didn’t burn in his heart, as it once had in the palace, but rather, the embers of it had begun to spark and ignite. That little spark was enough, however, and thanks to it, the little boy had been able to become ‘One with the Sword’[DI1] .
The long corridor, full of pain, fear, and an awareness of his own helplessness, had reminded Hadjar of how far he still had to go. It had reminded him of his humility and the fact that he was nothing more than a little frog who had just begun his journey in the boundless ocean.
When he swung his sword, it wasn’t a steel beam that came out of his blade. It was a ghostly and barely discernible dragon that rushed in for a violent attack.
The Spirit didn’t have time to be amazed as the attack crashed into him. He heard the dragon roar and felt as if a storm had struck his chest.
When the glow faded, the panting Hadjar swore angrily.
The Spirit stood in the same position as before.
Apparently, he was also completely unharmed.
It seemed neither he nor Nero were destined to return home…
“To my surprise,” the Spirit slowly breathed out, “you’ve passed.”
He touched his cheek and flicked away a small drop of blood. Just a little scratch on the Spirit’s face. That was the best that Hadjar  had been able to do.
And yet, it was enough.
“You’ve passed the test and can—”
“To the demons with that,” Hadjar interrupted him, “give me the Black Stone Flower. I’ll come back later for your damned legacy.”
The Spirit cocked his head in surprise. With each second, this warrior astonished him more and more.
“Forgive me, Warrior, but I can’t give you the Flower.”
“Wha-a-a-a-t?” Hadjar roared.
Without realizing it, he grabbed his blade—even though it was a completely useless gesture. It would take only one swing of the Spirit’s sword to take Hadjar’s life, as the warrior didn’t even have enough strength to lift his weapon.
“Well, I can only offer you a choice.” Regret tinged the Spirit’s voice. “You can leave my tomb with the Flower or with my heritage, but I cannot allow you to leave with both.”
“What kind of stupid rule is that? With all due respect, the Black Stone Flower surely isn’t that valuable.”
“A common flower wouldn’t be, no,” the Spirit replied. “But this particular one is dear to me. You needn’t know the reason why. So, make your choice, Warrior: the Flower or the heritage. The heritage will make you stronger than you could ever imagine. Legends will be told about your sword, your power will reach new, unfathomable heights, and you’ll discover secrets that you couldn’t even begin to dream of. You’ll be able to realize the dream of a myriad of practitioners and go to the land of the Immortals. And once there, you’ll be accepted as an equal. You’ll be able to comprehend the very secrets of the universe—”
“Give me the Flower.”
“... and continue on your path of cultivation…” The spirit didn’t realize that the warrior had chosen the Flower at first. “Are you sure, Warrior? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”
“I choose the Flower. Get on with it,” Hadjar almost shouted.
“Please, Warrior, I beg you to come to your senses.”
“Honorable... Spirit. My friend is on his deathbed and the only thing that can help him is this accursed Flower.”
The Warrior had surprised the Spirit yet again. On top of that, he had also reawakened some old feelings in the Spirit’s dead heart.
“Would you really prefer saving your friend to being an Immortal?”
Hadjar just grinned.
“Why would I need such power if I can’t help anyone? Why would I need eternity if I’m supposed to spend it alone? So, yeah, I want the Flower more than your legacy.”
The Spirit sighed and waved his hand. As he did so, a small, black bud appeared above Hadjar’s palm. The only feature that made it different from many others were its petals, which were made of solid stone. At the same time, the flower wasn’t heavy at all. It didn’t settle in his hand so much as hover over it. Only after Hadjar released a bit of energy did the Flower gently fall onto his palm.
Holding the precious ingredient against his chest, Hadjar threw a last glance at the magnificent golden palace. His gaze, however, didn’t reveal any hesitation or any other negative emotions warring within him. Hadjar was quite pleased with his choice. He had no regrets.
He wouldn’t yearn for the power and knowledge. He could always get those through his own efforts. But a friend… A true friend…
Hadjar turned around and walked toward the corridor. He hoped that he wouldn’t have to pass the second test again on his way back. He sincerely doubted that he could break through the air barrier once more, and the horror of the approaching army would be unbearable. Once he got back, he would ask Serra what magic this march had use—
“Wait,” the voice sounded behind him. “I can’t just let you go.”
Hadjar rolled his eyes. Alas, the stone vault answered him with complete silence, without a drop of sympathy. Turning around, Hadjar got ready to sell his life as dearly as possible. Bards wouldn’t get to sing about how he’d surrendered to the mercy of the enemy.
The General barely managed to raise his sword, his arms weary and his legs shaking with exhaustion.
“Lower your blade, Warrior.” Demonstrating his peaceful intent, the Spirit sheathed his sword and raised his open palms. “I’m not going to hurt you. On the contrary, I want to help you.”
“Then will you take me to the surface?”  Hadjar didn’t particularly trust this... creature. “I need to get this medicine to a dying man as soon as possible. I have no time to spare for talking.”
The Spirit’s gaze dimmed, as though it were being directed somewhere into eternity. Toward secrets that only the Immortals knew. Hadjar didn’t understand what had happened, he felt nothing—only the flashing orange color of the emergency neuronet message that flickered in his vision hinted that something was wrong.
Because he’d never seen an ‘emergency’ message before in his life.
“Time,” the Spirit said, “is only an illusion, created by people to better understand the universe. But there is no true time or space in the universe.”
“What have you done?”
“No matter how contradictory it may sound…” The Spirit turned and began to go down the hill, toward the pond and small garden. “Now you have time, Warrior. In the outside world, an hour will pass, but in here—a year. I can’t just let go of someone who was destined to be my heir... Even if he has chosen a different path.”
The Spirit stopped at the pond and turned to Hadjar.
“During this year, I’ll try to help you take the first step on the Way of the Sword.”
“The first step?” Hadjar asked, surprised. “With all due respect, I’ve done pretty well on my own. I’ve already achieved the ‘One with the World’ Stage.”
“One with the World,” the Spirit replied slowly, as though talking to a child, “isn’t the Way of the Sword, my disciple. It’s just the gateway one passes through to reach it.”
The Shadow calmly raised his hand and pointed his finger at one of the cliffs. He didn’t unsheathe his blade, nor did he gather any energy. His aura didn’t fluctuate at all, but the moment he raised his finger, Hadjar felt like he would be cut in half where he stood.
A wave of extremely sharp power, devoid of both color and light, flooded the cave. The very next moment, the huge cliff, located many thousands of steps away from the Spirit, smoothly slid down and fell to the ground with a crash.
Hadjar looked at the perfectly sleek cut in the cliff, the diameter of which was easily a hundred yards.
“Damn,” was all he could say, scarcely able to comprehend what he had just witnessed.
It was neither a Technique nor the use of energy.
The Spirit was still at the verge of becoming a true cultivator. He had simply used his knowledge of the Way of the Sword.
By all the demons that would attend Hadjar’s funeral—it was just a skill!




Chapter 121

“Your movements are too clumsy,” the Spirit repeated.
For the past month, Hadjar had tried to cut the statue in front of him. It was a stone monument of an impressive warrior, clad in full armor. The worst part was that Hadjar could’ve easily done this. However, the Spirit, standing nearby and armed with a long stick, had forbidden him from using any Techniques or energy.
He’d said that a practitioner and a cultivator could always rely on their energy on the path of cultivation; they could learn a powerful Technique that could split the sky and end an Immortal; and yet, it wasn’t their power. It was the energy of this world that they’d loaned, and Techniques were just parasites that fed on this energy.
Only their own knowledge and skills could help a warrior be truly free.
“Your elbow should be a little closer to your body.” The Spirit tapped on Hadjar’s elbow with the stick. “And your legs should be slightly wider. Loosen up your wrist. Swing the blade more sharply,” he instructed.
Hadjar followed these instructions. His attack was now not only several times stronger, but also much deadlier than it had been just a couple of minutes ago. Nevertheless, he still wasn’t able to leave a single scratch on the surface of the statue.
The special stone from which the ancient sculptor had created this statue was much stronger than any material that Hadjar had ever encountered. On the first day of this unfair struggle, Hadjar had asked his new teacher how the sculpture  had been created.
The Spirit had paused the lesson to tell him the story.
There was once a master who chose not the way of the Sword, of the Spell, or of the Arrow, but instead, the Way of Art. With a simple brushstroke, he could paint an ocean that would descend upon his opponent. He could sing a song about war, and a whole army of soldiers summoned by him would rush to a city. He could tell a story, and in doing so, infuse a mere mortal’s soul with such power that they could defeat any Knight of the Spirit.
This came later, of course, and at first, the master was a simple apprentice to an ordinary sculptor. One of his first creations was the sculpture in front of Hadjar. He had carved it with a special chisel made from a sea monster’s tooth and a hammer that had been given to him by the Goddess of Creativity and Beauty herself.
“If you were to choose my heritage,” the Spirit sighed, sinking down onto a nearby rock, “I could let you into my Treasury. I could show you not just the basics of the Way of the Sword, but its very Laws. The Laws that are contained in statues of the God of War and in the dragon columns. The Laws you can’t see until you’re a Knight of the Spirit and truly understand.”
About once a week, the Shadow returned to this conversation. Every time, he tried to tempt his disciple into taking the legacy and leaving the Flower behind. The third time he’d attempted this, Hadjar had again asked him why this Flower was so dear to the Immortal.
Surprisingly, this time, the Spirit answered him.
That evening, when Hadjar sat down to eat roots and drink water from the pond, the Spirit told him the story. The story of a young man serving as a simple squire to a nobleman.
The events in the story took place nearly six hundred centuries ago, which made Hadjar feel like there truly was no real progress in this world.
As is often the case, the squire fell in love with his master’s daughter. Of course, the nobleman wasn’t going to marry his daughter off to a commoner. Especially a mere mortal.
Therefore, the young man went off to perform heroic feats in the name of his beloved. Ten years later, he returned, and he was now a Heaven Soldier. The nobleman gladly gave him his daughter’s hand in marriage, as it was amazing that a mere mortal had become a true cultivator in only ten years. It wasn’t mere talent, the man was surely a genius—one who had no equal under the vast sky. Anyway, that is what the former master and former squire thought.
At their wedding, his wife gave him a gift—this very same Black Stone Flower.
The Spirit would’ve loved to say that they lived happily ever after, but no... After only forty years, the Heaven Soldier could no longer stand the boredom and the sight of his aging wife. She was unable to practice cultivation. No healer could diagnose her with any sort of disease or find the cause of her condition.
Soon after she died, he set out on his journey, which lasted many thousands of years. His only goal was to become as strong as he possibly could. His sword had to be the fastest and the sharpest.
He achieved Immortality, but after three thousand years, he lost a duel and had to run back to the place where he had fallen in love with the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. Upon his return, he found that his Kingdom had been replaced by another. Where his home had once been, there was now a mountain range of solid black stone.
“Tell me about the Land of the Immortals,” Hadjar requested later that day after he swung his blade and, realizing that he didn’t have enough strength left to hold the sword, collapsed onto the grass.
“I’ve already told you about it.” The Spirit seemed to audibly sigh.
“Yeah, but I want to hear it again.”
The Shadow looked at his disciple. He never shirked, never complained. He trained harder than the Spirit himself had trained during his life. Yet, without the Laws and without his heritage, the Shadow’s ability to teach him was very limited. In fact, he didn’t really teach Hadjar, instead, he inspired him.
“The Land of Immortals lies many millions of miles away. You’d have to spend a million years traveling through some of the most hostile lands if you wanted to walk there, and seven hundred thousand to ride there. Nevertheless, even if you became a mindless ghost when you got there, it would all be worth it.”
Hadjar propped himself up on his elbow, lit his pipe, and looked at the Shadow. The Spirit had once again gotten lost somewhere deep within himself and his old memories.
“There, the cities are as vast as what you refer to as the Darnassus Empire. The sky is always clear and pure, filled with both flying beasts and Immortals. Their palaces are far more beautiful than my tomb, and inside them, they study the very laws of the universe and the world around them. The sages, whose schools are second to none, instruct young Immortals. After all, a million years are nothing to them as they live for maybe twenty million years.”
A being that could live for twenty million years. It sounded so absurd that Hadjar had almost laughed at first. Only his respect for his mentor, and his own hope that it was true had kept him from being so rude.
“Life is always in full swing there, and everyone has devoted themselves to the path of cultivation. They know things that neither of us can imagine. The Land of Immortals is a paradise for those who follow the path of cultivation, who despise the will of Heaven, and who forge destiny and freedom with their own hands.”
Hadjar closed his eyes and smiled. He imagined himself, Serra and Nero  going on a long journey someday. Past deserts and mountains, through seas and oceans, and after thousands of misadventures and scrapes, they would one day reach the Land of Immortals. They’d get there and... Go even farther. To the place where even the strongest of Immortals had never been before.
To the edge of this world... if it even existed.
What would they find there? Maybe the Gods themselves? Hadjar didn’t know, but he could hear the cheerful spring wind beckoning him to find out.




Chapter 122

The Spirit returned to the Treasury, leaving Hadjar alone with the statue. About once a month, the Shadow had to return to the palace to nourish himself with the energy of the core hanging under the cave’s vault. Without it, he would have disappeared, melting away like an early morning fog.
At first, Hadjar had thought his mentor was just a ghost. However, it was unlikely that a mere ghost could cut a piece of rock or water in half using only one finger. Yes, recently, when the disciple had finally managed to damage the statue, the ancient cultivator had pointed at the pond. As he’d done so, the water contained in it had split in two, as if a gigantic and insanely strong sword had struck its surface, effortlessly splitting the water in two.
Upon witnessing this, all the pride immediately disappeared from the disciple’s eyes, which meant the demonstration had served its purpose. As his own teacher had used to say, every genius needed modesty. The Shadow had no doubt that the young warrior was a genius. Maybe he wasn’t as talented in cultivation as most who had come here before him, but his swordplay inspired real terror.
The Spirit then said that Hadjar taking four months to inflict just one cut wasn’t fast enough. He’d never lied so blatantly in his entire life. The best disciples of his sect had needed to spend a dozen years on cutting such a statue.
The Spirit himself had spent seven years on it, and he was the very best swordsman of his generation. His achievement had been considered a heroic defiance of the laws of both Heaven and Earth.
Unaware of this, his disciple had succeeded in just four months. If someone from the Land of Immortals had known about his achievement, they would’ve sent their best assassins to get rid of a possible future threat without delay.
Hadjar didn’t know what he’d done, and so he just complained about how slowly he was progressing. Of course, after these four months, he was also better able to understand his sword and what he could achieve with it. Thanks to this understanding, his ‘Strong Wind’ and ‘Calm Wind’ stances had become much stronger. The first one now created not just a tornado, but a miniature, full-blown storm that was ten feet in diameter. Similar to a tsunami, but made up only of wind. The swords hidden in it had also become thicker and stronger than Hadjar had previously been able to create.
His ‘Calm Wind’ could now deflect the Spirit’s casual strike. While that may not sound like much, the Shadow could cut through a stone the size of a house with that same attack.
Hadjar noticed the most progress in his third stance, the ‘Spring Wind’. He still couldn’t fully comprehend its depth and mystique, but even his newfound scant knowledge that he currently possessed was enough to turn his ‘simple’ steel beam into a dragon’s silhouette. In his earlier attempts, Hadjar had had to use almost his entire power reserve to accomplish this, and now he used no more than one quarter.
It would be possible, with this in mind, to presume that Hadjar had become over four times stronger, but that wasn’t the case. He hadn’t become physically stronger, but he had begun to use his abilities more intelligently and efficiently.
Now, as he sat down and placed the Ice Bear’s core in front of him, Hadjar decided to try something that was long overdue. He was going to attempt to reach the next Stage of Formation.
Closing his eyes, Hadjar calmed his breathing. He slowly sunk into the bottomless river of energy that washed over everything. In its depths, he could see the steel glare more clearly now. Somewhere in those bottomless waters was the quintessence of all knowledge, Laws, Techniques, and paths associated with the Sword. It emitted its own energy.
According to his mentor, when Hadjar had approached it before, he’d been lucky to get away with his life. Only someone that had reached the level of a true cultivator could begin to explore such energies. Trying it before that was akin to signing one’s own death warrant, and so the Spirit was once again surprised by what the Warrior was capable of.
Glancing at the distant, steel star, Hadjar began to gradually absorb the energy of the world. With each new breath, he felt the five fragments in his soul become even brighter.
They blazed with power and energy.
If Hadjar had had to make an effort to bring them closer to each other before, now they were trying to merge with no encouragement from the General.
The only thing they lacked was a suitable explosion of power. That’s why Hadjar had put the beast’s core in front of him. In the raging flow of the world’s energy, it looked like the ghost of a huge bear. It was a shadow of the shadow, only a spark left after its death. But even as a shadow, it looked at Hadjar with a fury that would’ve stopped the hearts of many mere mortals. But Hadjar had long ago stopped being a mere mortal.
“We’ll fight again,” Hadjar growled.
He mentally reached out to this energy. As he did so, the bear growled, turned around, and tried to hide in the river’s depths, but Hadjar’s unbreakable will held it down. The beast struggled to free itself as Hadjar pulled it closer and closer to his fragments. Their struggle was like a tug of war. Only, instead of ending up in the mud, the loser faced a much more terrible fate.
If the beast failed to escape into the depths of the river, it would become food, consumed by Hadjar. If Hadjar didn’t win the fight, he would be pulled into the darkness, doomed to sink into it for all eternity. His body would sit in the Lotus position, but his consciousness would never come back to him.
From the outside, their struggle looked very different.
The young man sitting on the stone was wrapped in a smooth, gray-blue glow. Opposite him, there was a stone that looked like amber and agate simultaneously. It was as big as a walnut, and it emitted a fierce stream of white light that illuminated the cavernous surroundings.
The air whirled around him. It played with his hair and his old, ragged clothes. As if the man’s very breath had summoned the wind.
A wave of frost emanated from the stone and the air around Hadjar howled with the cold as the first snowflakes fell on the young man’s hair.
Two lights, blue and white, swirled in an eerie dance. They fought each other, trying to absorb their opponent as they rose and fell, twisted and turned.
Large drops of sweat rolled down Hadjar’s face. This was the second time he’d tried to get to the next Stage of cultivation with the help of a beast’s core. Many practitioners didn’t dare to attempt such a thing even once. It was too painful and dangerous. Usually, they used different ingredients or, if they had the money for it, special alchemical pills.
Grinding his teeth, Hadjar continued his fight against the shadow of the ferocious Ice Bear. He wasn’t going to accept failure a second time.
He cried out in pain, the likes of which he’d never felt before. It felt like someone had pierced every cell of his body with a sharp needle, torturing his very atoms. Hadjar’s entire body ached, including his hair and the nails on his fingers.
Falling from the boulder, he crawled to the pond and greedily drank the cool water.
“Status,” he croaked.
 
	Name

	Hadjar


	Level of cultivation

	Formation (Core)


	Strength

	2.6


	Dexterity

	2.85


	Physique

	2.3


	Energy points

	6




After having his fill, Hadjar rolled onto his back. He breathed heavily, unable to wipe the sweat from his forehead, and yet his face shone with a carefree smile. After almost six months, he’d taken another step on the path of cultivation. It was a small one—not even beyond the Stage of Formation—but it was a step nonetheless.
That was still enough to strengthen Hadjar’s willpower and heart as he sat up and smiled.




Chapter 123

Ten months in the cave passed as quickly as a week on the parade ground. Distracted by his endless training and meditation, Hadjar didn’t notice how  close he’d gotten to the threshold that separated the Stage of Formation from Transformation. Moreover, Hadjar had learned so much about the sword and now understood why all his past knowledge had seemed so fragmentary and incomplete.
His swordsmanship was faster than it had ever been, and his strikes were now capable of inflicting such deep cuts on the statue that the moment when he would be able to actually slice into it was getting closer by the day.
If he’d felt the world around him before, now he just felt the sword in his hand. It was no longer a soulless lump of steel used only to take a life. It was an integral part of Hadjar. Not a friend, not a brother or a lover, but a part of him, as much as his right arm or left leg were.
With that understanding had come a new power. While his strikes had once been able to strike a target at a distance of thirty steps, now he could do it at a distance of almost forty.
Maybe he was still extremely far from the level of a ‘Wielder of the Sword’, but now, at least, he could see the path he should take on his journey.
“If you were to choose the legacy, then in ten thousand years, your name would resound throughout the Land of Immortals.”
As usual, the Spirit was sitting on the boulder and trying to tempt his disciple. They both knew that it was useless, but they were in no hurry to give up their conversations. For the Shadow, it was an opportunity to talk to someone, and for Hadjar, it was a chance to learn something new. Each time he attempted to persuade the warrior, he would approach it through the telling of another story.
These stories helped the young man expand his understanding of the world. His knowledge deepened and became more profound. It seemed like it was taking root in still-hidden mysteries and secrets.
Like roots fed a tree, these roots fed Hadjar with knowledge, which made him not only stronger, but also calmer, wiser, and freer.
“Maybe after I help Nero, I’ll come back to you for the legacy,” Hadjar said.
“Alas,” the Spirit replied, “the entrance to my tomb is like a river that can only be entered once.”
“Then I’ll bring you a worthy warrior to whom you can give all these treasures,” the General replied.
The Spirit didn’t say it out loud, but he knew that Fate didn’t make a choice twice. It had brought him this man, this General of a miniature kingdom. But in spite of all the hardships he’d been through, the General’s heart was bigger and stronger than he could’ve ever imagined. And the Spirit knew that the most important thing on the path of cultivation was one’s heart and the strength of their will.
Talent, ability, money, artifacts, Techniques—all of this was nothing more than road dust. A wind blew in one direction, and the dust followed the wind. It blew in another direction, and the dust followed it there as well. But no matter what storm arose, no matter how much the Heavens wept and the Earth trembled, they could never break a truly iron will and a strong heart.
The Shadow knew that nobody else would ever be able to pass his tests.
The gods had a very poor sense of humor when it came to these things.
They had given him an heir without any desire to become stronger. Or rather, one who refused to become stronger at the cost of someone’s life.
“What do you think, Hadjar, how did all the Techniques and the path of cultivation first appear?”
Hadjar, who was currently practicing his swordsmanship again, froze in the middle of an attack. His sword never touched the stone statue before him.
To be honest, he’d never thought about this question for some reason. He’d taken the existence of Techniques and cultivation for granted. His life, and the lives of many others, were devoted to it. Legends and songs were composed about it. Cultivation permeated the very essence of people’s lives in this world. It just was.
“Were they invented by the Gods?”  Hadjar asked uncertainly.
The Spirit only smiled.
“The sages in the Land of Immortals say that the Gods appeared thanks to the path of cultivation.”
“Well, I don’t know, then. Maybe they came to be along with the universe? Just like the stars in the night sky… They just appeared?”
“Nothing in the universe just appears or disappears, Hadjar. Everything has its reason for existing and its goal.” The Spirit got up and walked to the edge of the cliff. He looked at his palace, at the dragon and the stork circling the golden roofs before him. “I just hadn’t realized it before.”
Hadjar sheathed his sword and sat on the grass.
“If an Immortal wasn’t able to understand this after six hundred thousand years, then I surely can’t.”
“Still, I’d like to talk to you about it. Consider it my final lesson.”
Hadjar didn’t mind having a little distraction from his training. It was a good opportunity to not spend his time idly, and instead learn something new that could further fuel his insatiable thirst for knowledge.
“When the sage told me this story, I didn’t understand its point. Now I’ll tell it to you. Maybe one day you’ll understand its true meaning, as I understand it now. Alas, I had to die to finally grasp it. ”
The Spirit returned and sat back down on the stone near his student. He put his sword across his lap and absently ran his fingers over the sharp blade.
“Humans weren’t the first inhabitants of this world,” the Spirit began. “When people first appeared, there were monsters and beasts already here. Many of them could destroy us with just a look or a single breath. Then, locked in an endless struggle for survival, we found a way to become stronger, to live. The humans found the river of world energy, bathed in it, and turned into the world’s first practitioners.”
Hadjar listened in silence, only occasionally nodding in understanding. It was logical to assume that evolution hadn’t produced people right from the start. While humankind was still relatively young, all sorts of powerful beasts lived in the endless expanses that seemed older than time itself.
“All my life, I’ve thought that the path of cultivation is the only way to gain power and the freedom to control your destiny, but... ” The Spirit looked at the fiery core burning under the stone arch. “I was wrong, Hadjar. So very, very wrong.”
That’s where the conversation ended.
For the remaining two months, the Shadow tripled Hadjar’s training. He pointed out even the smallest flaws and mistakes in any movement the Warrior made, even his breathing. When the last day of the allotted period arrived, and Hadjar managed to cut the head off the statue, the Shadow sighed quietly.
They said their farewells in a way that befitted true warriors.
“Live free,” the Spirit wished his apprentice.
Hadjar stood near the entrance to the long corridor.
“Die with honor,” he replied, and immediately found himself on the snow-covered plateau above ground.
The Shadow looked at the place where his ex-disciple had stood.
Why did they need this path of cultivation? Why were so many Techniques invented and artifacts forged?
He’d been so wrong…
Maybe that's why he’d never been able to progress any further. Had he lacked the profound knowledge and understanding required to do so?
As Hadjar marked the entrance to the tomb on his map, he didn’t know that there would soon be nothing left there.
The Spirit took one last look at his palace. He raised his sword and swung it. The fiery core split and the stones of the cracked vault began to crumble. They rained down, breaking the columns and statues, burying his ‘heritage’ beneath them.
The path of cultivation had never led to power. He’d been foolish to ever believe it did.
Unfortunately, in order to understand this truth, the Immortal had had to wait for his disciple to arrive: the weak, almost mortal warrior, who still understood much more than the great swordsman ever had. Even though he didn’t realize it yet.
Covering his eyes, the Spirit stood in the middle of his small, personal apocalypse. All his imaginary achievements were collapsing around him, but he was smiling. He lingered, faded, and then finally found his true death, but still, he smiled. He finally understood what he’d been looking for all these thousands of years.
He had found the meaning of his life.
Even if he'd done so after his death.
“Good luck, General Hadjar,” echoed across the snowcapped mountain ranges.




Chapter 124

Elaine, the daughter of King Primus, sat in her tower by the window. She was not imprisoned and wasn’t waiting for salvation, but rather, she was simply enjoying the winter wind and watching the snow as it fell somewhere in the distant mountains.
Her golden hair, tied back in a tight braid, fell on a golden dress. The sun occasionally peeked out from behind the clouds, and the sunbeams gently reflected off her shimmering necklace.
Her emerald eyes sparkled, and the princess listened to her lady-in-waiting attentively.
The girl was young, and wasn’t an amazing beauty, but she had a more than pleasant singing voice.   
Elaine had personally hired her. Bards were barred from visiting the Palace. In fact, very few people had been allowed to enter the Palace lately, and many of the country's top officials were forced to spend countless hours in his reception room just to get an audience with the King.
When she looked out her window, Elaine often saw her father sitting by an unmarked grave on the shore of the lake for such long periods of time. Sometimes it looked to her like he was talking to the tombstone. He sometimes laughed, but more often than not, he was sad. And when he heard the songs about General Hadjar, he would immediately leave or demand that the singer cease.
“Tell me more,” Elaine requested to the girl.
She was holding a portrait she’d commissioned from an artist in her hands.  Although it was close, it wasn’t a completely accurate likeness, as the artist had created the portrait only according to her lady-in-waiting’s description. The other reason for why the Princess had accepted her as a lady-in-waiting was that the girl had lived in Spring Town.
“I’ve already told you everything I know about the General, my Princess.”
The girl moved her Ron’Jah aside and hastily covered the scars on her hands with the ends of her sleeves. The blindfold on her face was black, and she almost never smiled. Crooked teeth were not considered to be the best thing for a young girl to have. The expensive dress could not hide her ugly figure beneath, and the heels she wore couldn’t disguise the shortness of her legs.
“Tell me more, please,” Elaine almost pleaded.
She felt a strange kinship with this man as she looked at his portrait. It seemed to her that she had already seen his strong chin, wide cheekbones, powerful neck, and the steady gaze of his hypnotizing, blue eyes.
In the portrait, his long hair was gathered in a tight bun and tied back with a white ribbon. However, a pigtail with a silver bauble on it hung from the man’s right temple.
The General wore old, worn clothes instead of armor, but the artist had taken the liberty of adding a few steel plates to his attire. The warrior's palm rested on the hilt of his well-known sword—Moon Beam.
Perhaps their souls had been born together, or maybe she was destined to love a man she’d never before seen or known. However, each time she gazed upon his image, her inner voice whispered that she knew him.
Such thoughts were probably inspired by the numerous ladies' novels that her nurse had read to her in her childhood.
“I never visited the army camp, my Princess.” The lady-in-waiting smoothed her thin, dry-as-straw hair. “Even the most desperate of soldiers weren’t very fond of women like me.”
Elaine smiled at her lady-in-waiting. To her, she was the most beautiful flower in the garden. Her voice touched her heart and soul, and as for her outer beauty, all people would be equally wrinkled and gray after a while. Beauty was only a fleeting vision.
However, the daughters of the nobles always laughed at the words of the Princess. Behind her back, of course.
They whispered and sarcastically remarked that it was easy for her to say so. She was far and away one of the most desirable and beautiful women in not only her kingdom, but also the kingdoms surrounding it.
The legends had spread so rapidly throughout the Kingdom that all the nobles of the Empire had come to woo her!
“But I did see the General in town once,” the girl said. “He was with his friend, Officer Nero, and the desert witch, Serra. They were at the festival.”
“How is it that you remember the General?” the Princess asked.
The lady-in-waiting remembered the evening she’d seen Hadjar among the crowd. She effortlessly recalled his clear and pure eyes, then shook her head.
“His beauty is only comparable to yours, my Princess, but…”
Elaine raised her eyebrows.
“But... what?” she prompted.
“Perhaps it's because I am only a mortal, my Princess, but despite how handsome he was, it seemed to me, for a moment…” The maid shuddered again, tucking in her knees and embracing them. “Like a terrible animal in human form was walking along the road in his place.”
Elaine had already heard many stories that suggested that the General sometimes caused these peculiar feelings in people—as if they were alone in a dark cave with an angry tiger.
“His eyes,” the lady-in-waiting recalled. “There was something inhuman and... not good in them, my Princess.”
“Not good?”
The girl nodded, struggling to meet the Princess’ gaze.
“I don’t mean something ‘evil’, like you’d see in the eyes of thieves or bandits. But... it was as if he was searching for the hunter who’d stabbed him with a spear. That’s what I mean...” The maid looked down at the instrument she still held in her hands.
After that night, she’d no longer been able to listen to the songs about the General with the same appreciation as before. And yet, it was these songs that had made her a woman of relative power. Thanks to them, she no longer had to steal food, she was dressed in the best clothes, and she wore exquisite jewelry, the likes of which she could never have even dreamed of.
Beautiful noblewomen, who hadn’t paid any attention to her before, now sought out her company, flattered and fawned over her, and did everything they could to attract the attention of the Princess with the help of her lady-in-waiting.
“All the people there were walking around and having fun,” the girl continued. “And the General... well, he was hunting.”
Elaine turned back to the window. She’d heard the rumors about how General Hadjar had destroyed General Larvie’s castle and killed its owner. But even that couldn't douse her feelings.
The Princess looked at the distant mountains. The Northern wind was blowing from that direction, bringing with it a refreshing coolness that made the day pleasant, despite the general cloudiness.
Somewhere out there, among the snow and stones, the General fought, his name bolstering the people’s courage. They sang songs about his valor and glory in the cities and in every tavern that dotted the Empire. Sometimes people whispered, remembering some other Hadjar. They said that the gods had taken the Prince from them, but they’d given them a General in return.
Alas, Elaine, who’d never left the deserted palace, knew nothing of this.
Any mention of Prince Hadjar had been forbidden by the king. And even the lady-in-waiting, who knew about these rumors that stirred the land, didn’t dare mention the murdered, legitimate heir to the throne.
“Tell me more,” Elaine sighed.
As the two girls were chatting in the high tower, two other people were talking in the Palace below. However, their conversation was taking place in the dark and damp confines of the underground dungeons.
King Primus sat opposite the old woman, who was chained to the wall, with a torch in his hands. Nanny’s body was riddled with numerous ulcers and blisters, she was bald, and some of her fingers had been removed. With so many chunks of flesh torn out from her body, she no longer resembled an actual human being.
She no longer had most of her teeth, and those that remained were worn down almost to the gums. Purulent streams flowed from the empty voids of her mouth.
“Almost fifteen years of torture, Nanny.” Primus leaned on his chin, bored. “Most men wouldn't be able to stand a tenth of that.”
“Men,” a hoarse, barking voice rang out. “You only know how to shout, not how to endure.”
“How long do you think you can keep this up? Just one word, Nanny. Just tell me where the king's sword is, and I'll give you your long-awaited death.”
Her body was held up by chains, but her throat still rasped out something that barely resembled a laugh. Still, it was undoubtedly a laugh.
“You will give me death, Primus? Me? No, you worthless boy! You won’t be killing me. I will dance on your bones and bask in the flames of your burning flesh!”  She wheezed and slammed the back of her head against the wall, leaving a bloody streak behind. Crazy old woman.
“He’s coming, Primus. I hear him. I see his eyes. The eyes of the beast! The beast will come for you, kinslayer! He'll eat your soul and drink the brain right out of your skull! Ha! Ha! Ha!”
Primus shook his head and left the prison.
Perhaps his torturers had overdone it and now he would never know where the ancient artifact left behind by the founder of Lidus, its first king, was hidden.
Coming back outside, Primus looked at the distant ruins of the castle, overgrown with grass and hidden behind young saplings; they reminded him of what he’d done.   
But, in fifteen years, he’d never heard any credible news of the Prince’s whereabouts. And even if he had survived, how could a helpless cripple hope to harm him?




Chapter 125

As Hadjar walked through the snow, the neuronet counter showed that he still had enough time. The spirit had indeed been able to freeze the seemingly unstoppable river of time in some incomprehensible way that Hadjar couldn’t even hope to understand.
A normal person would’ve lost their way long ago or even turned into a human popsicle, but Hadjar was far from normal, and he was currently being guided by a flickering red arrow. A ‘compass’ provided by his neuronet.
Hadjar didn’t know how it was able to calculate the correct path in this weather. He couldn’t even make out his own fingers as he stretched his arm forward because of the strong wind and snowfall that was creating a dense, white veil before his eyes.
But at some point, the weather suddenly calmed down. Hadjar literally found himself coming out of the snowstorm with each step he took.
The blizzard was still raging somewhere behind him, but Hadjar now stood in the middle of a calm and majestic gorge. Three stone pillars covered in blue runes towered in front of him. A welcome sight, as they marked the entrance to the sixth pavilion. The magic spells and shields that protected it were conjuring the blizzard that he had just struggled through.
Serra was standing in the tall grass behind the pillars. She stared at the figure wrapped in white robes.
Hadjar brushed the snow off his shoulders and tore the ice crust away from his face. It hurt, but he didn't scream or groan. He smiled widely at Serra. She covered her mouth with her hands, fell to her knees, and trembled, sobbing silently.
These were tears of both joy and relief.
“It’s all right, Serra.” Hadjar approached her, pulled down his white cloak, threw it aside, and then raised the girl to her feet. “Come on. We’re running out of time.”
They walked through the camp together. The soldiers greeted him with even greater respect than ever, despite what Hadjar had done. They beat their fists against their chests and straightened; pride and respect were evident in every look aimed his way.
“General Hadjar!” they cheered. “The General is back!”
After passing through the basic training grounds and a dozen tents for the wounded, they entered a rich, two-story building. The number of soldiers moaning and screaming in pain had been greatly reduced since the day Hadjar had last visited the medical unit. And, judging by the glum faces of the scholars and healers, they’d been unable to save most of the soldiers they had treated.
Piles of yellow and red bandages and the strong smell of fire confirmed it. They usually burned the bed linens after people died. It was probably not a ritual, but more of a sanitary necessity, he assumed. Pus and blood were almost impossible to wash off, especially in conditions such as these.
“Were you successful, my General?” The scholar of the Bear squad asked.
Hadjar realized that he still didn't know the man’s name. He had always avoided addressing him directly or just called him ‘Scholar’. Now he wanted to know this man’s name for some reason—perhaps because his appearance commanded respect.
The dark bags under his eyes, shaking hands, and graying skin showed that the healer hadn’t  closed his eyes once these past six days, and even now, he didn’t sit down to rest. Stuffing his body with a variety of drugs, he’d stayed on his feet to save or at least try to save as many people as possible.
“Yes.” Hadjar nodded.
He carefully took out a black bud of the Stone Flower. The scholar, trying not to breathe, took it from him with the same care.
“I need ten minutes.” He went into a little back room, which served as both his laboratory and a study.
Hadjar suspected that the elder who had previously occupied the room had once used it as a storeroom. They’d had to persuade the scholar to ‘settle’ in this room. The healer had wanted to use every square inch of the area for the wounded, leaving no space for himself.
Serra grabbed Hadjar by the wrist and headed for the screen behind which her lover lay. It had been extremely difficult for her to sit by the bed of her usually cheerful and lively Nero while he suffered.
Damn it. It had been hard to imagine until that very moment that his friend could ever be so weak. He usually joked even in the face of death...

Hadjar pushed the screen aside. His friend was lying on the bed. He was covered in scabs, writhing in pain, and whispering something, clearly delirious. His wrists were tied down with wide leather straps to prevent him from scratching his sores and blisters and causing an infection. But, despite the restraints, Hadjar’s gaze was still drawn to the ulcers that covered his friend’s body. They were swollen like spring buds on a young tree. They were large and fat, filled with fragrant, viscous liquids.
The black substance had spread through his veins and blood vessels. It almost covered his entire body, and only the hieroglyph that had been burned into his chest was preventing it from getting any closer to his heart. But the magic couldn’t hold back the venom forever, and a few black tendrils that had wormed past the protection created by Serra were already visible.
Hadjar didn’t even want to think about how excruciating it must’ve been for the desert witch to pick up a hot branding iron and hold it against the body of her lover. Even more so, Hadjar didn’t want to know what his friend had shouted at that moment.
“Will the Flower help?” Serra asked. Her voice was hoarse from crying.
Hadjar didn’t blame her for feeling weak. Despite her impulsiveness and forceful personality, Serra had never been a warrior.  She was a brave and reckless scientist, but not a warrior.
“It has to,” Hadjar replied in as calm a voice as he could muster.
He didn’t want to worry the girl further, but he mentally vowed that if the flower didn’t help, he would send another Imperial cultivator to his death.
The healer went behind the screen for a while before returning with a bowl filled with a viscous, foul-smelling, black mixture in his hands. Putting it on the bedside table, he drew a curved knife.
“Stand back,” he ordered.
Hadjar and Serra moved away from the bed obediently. The General embraced her and she squeezed his fingers so hard that their knuckles turned white. Her body was shaking, and Hadjar tried to calm the trepidation in both his own heart and hers.
The doctor lit the burner and heated the end of his knife. He lowered the blade into the bowl as he whispered something. The boiling liquid hissed and a thick, acrid smoke rose out of it.
The healer cut into the largest of the growths on Nero's chest with the knife covered in the hot liquid. The halberd strike of ‘The Black Gates” Master had punctured Nero’s body there.
As soon as the blade cut the skin open, black and green pus poured out onto his chest and Nero’s body bent like an arch while an inhuman scream escaped from his throat.
“What’s happening?” Serra shouted.
She tried to go to her lover’s aid, but Hadjar kept a tight grip on her shoulders.
The healer, continuing to whisper something, plunged the blade deeper and deeper. Then he turned it and removed a kind of... creature from Nero’s body in one sharp motion. A small, shrieking ball of black wool, drenched in blood and pus, fell to the floor and rushed at the nearest human, which happened to be Serra. The girl didn’t have time to process what was going on before a sword flashed in front of her and the screeching creature turned into a black puddle at her feet.
“Don’t touch it!” the scholar shouted quickly, before she could move.
He took a bowl and poured its contents over the puddle. There was a loud clap and liquid soaked into the floor, leaving cracks and black stains on it.
All three of them let out a long sigh of relief.
“What's happening?” a soft, faint voice asked.
Nero blinked twice and looked down at his blackened veins. However, even as he was doing so, they slowly began to return to a healthy, blue hue.
“Idiot.” Serra sobbed. “Moron. Barbarian. You clueless dork.”
She hugged him, and the wounded man, groaning in pain, hugged her back as he buried his face in her thick, black hair.
Hadjar, glancing at the healer, took a few steps back and pushed the screen back into position around the pair. The General would have time to talk to his friend later. He didn’t want to interfere with the lovers’ reunion.
The scholar, wiping the sweat from his forehead, was going to bury the dirty knife and bowl as deep as possible to prevent the infection from spreading and destroying the entire camp.
Nodding to each other, they went about their business.
Once he was outside in the fresh air again, Hadjar sighed in relief and sat down on a large, flat stone. He tried to both calm the trembling of his hands and stop smiling like a fool. He couldn't do either of those things.
For the first time in his life, his strength had really come in handy. He had finally been able to save someone with its help.  And that was the most important thing to him.
“Judging by your expression, General, your mission was successful.”
Hadjar looked up. The old librarian stood before him, his hands clasped together.  His smirk, though, didn’t promise anything good for the General.




Chapter 126

The Heaven Soldier looked like the cat that got the canary: happy, positively glowing with joy, and with a slightly shady look on his face. Hadjar suspected that the Darnassus Empire must’ve fully placed the responsibility for the success or failure of this operation on the librarian.
It was a nasty, shitty feeling when you discovered that you were being used.
The Empire had decided to start a war between the two states for the sole purpose of having a chance to find the entrance to the tomb. One small, vague chance had been enough of a reason to condemn millions of people to death.
“I found the tomb.”
“Then I’ll happily take the legacy.” The librarian extended his hand. “Be careful, General. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Hadjar only smiled. Even the gods couldn’t even begin to imagine the pleasure he felt at that moment.
“Alas!” He threw up his hands. “All I can give you is the map showing its location.”
He handed the General a scroll on which, in addition to the red circle, a red X had been marked. That’s how Hadjar had marked the entrance to the tomb.
“What is the meaning of this, General?”  The cultivator’s voice hardened as all the joy vanished from his expression.
“It means I didn’t receive the legacy.”
Hadjar pondered the ambiguity of this phrase for some time. The librarian, despite the fact that they weren’t alone, and there were plenty of soldiers around them who were busy with their own tasks, let all his pent-up energy out.
His true cultivator’s aura was so powerful that some of the nearby warriors clutched their chests and fell to their knees. Those who were stronger simply froze in place.
Previously, this energy might not have been enough to incapacitate him, but it would’ve certainly made him take up a weapon. Now, however, Hadjar sat quietly on the stone and filled his pipe with tobacco. The strength of the cultivator pressed against his shoulders, but no more than the weight of the six logs with which he’d been running every morning.
“Don’t play games with me, General,” the librarian whispered. “I’ll leave nothing behind but the memory of your army!”
Hadjar sighed and shook his head.
“You know, honorable adept, I’m sick and tired of all these stories about all-powerful Heaven Soldiers.” He took his pipe and struck a spark with a piece of flint. The flavored tobacco intoxicated him slightly, but it also served to calm his nerves.
“Maybe I won’t kill you on my own, but you probably don’t have the ability to kill me, either. There’s about a couple of hundred soldiers at the level of ‘One with the World’ in this camp. They’ve already sensed your aura. You’d better get back to pretending that you’re nothing more than a good-natured grandfather before they locate you.”
The cultivator gritted his teeth, but the pressure disappeared in an instant, and the nearby soldiers got up from the ground. Looking at each other, they hurried to get away from the pair. Once they were far enough away, they put their hands on their swords, and some of them ran to fetch officers.
“The legacy,” the librarian hissed. “Now!”
“Your Imperial problem is that you don’t believe a word I’ve said.”
Hadjar took out his knife and slashed it across his palm. Crimson drops fell and Hadjar said passionately: “I don’t have the legacy. I chose the Flower over it, in order to save my friend. The shadow of the ancient cultivator wouldn’t let me into the Treasury because of the choice I made.”
Hadjar’s blood glowed more brightly with each word, before catching fire after those final words; the cut immediately healed. He’d made an unbreakable blood oath, and if a single word that he’d uttered  had been untrue, he would’ve immediately been burned from within.  
Hadjar had seen it happen once before. It wasn’t the most pleasant sight, watching a man turn to ashes, set ablaze from the inside right before your eyes. Not everyone was able to stand it. The dying man’s cries would haunt the people who witnessed such a thing in their most terrible nightmares for a long time afterward.
Practitioners and cultivators alike would never dare make such vows lightly. The universe was ready to punish anyone who dared to lie using such a method.
“We had a deal, General!”
“Yes, we did.” Hadjar nodded. “But there was nothing in our agreement that said I had to deliver the legacy to you.”
The librarian tilted his head to the side, and, narrowing his eyes, he squinted up at him. For a while, they just stared at each other, neither wishing to look away first.
Hadjar lost.
While he was sure that he could survive a battle with the old man, that didn’t mean he was going to start one.
“You are too good at playing court games for someone who came from a mountain village, General.”
“I’m a fast learner,” Hadjar replied, exhaling a cloud of thick smoke.
“I noticed.” The cultivator nodded. “I remember our first meeting. You were the only person who ever refused to let me test their potential and pick the appropriate Technique.”
Hadjar looked at the cultivator, or rather, he paid attention to the suspicion in his eyes.
He didn’t want the Heaven Soldier to bore him with his doubts, in addition to all the other problems he faced, even if the old man was just a Heaven Soldier who’d been unable to advance beyond the initial stage.
The old man must’ve almost felt like a god here in Lidus. He was quite an important man back home in the Empire as well, of course. But what was a Heaven Soldier really doing in Darnassus? Was he nothing more than a pawn moving forward a square?
“What can I say? I don’t like old people touching me.”
“Because of a childhood trauma, perhaps? I hear certain things happen to children in those mountain villages.”
“Venerable adept, I respect you despite what’s happened. Please don’t disappoint me with your misplaced attempts to piss me off.”
The cultivator only snorted again and folded his hands behind his back.
When Helion, Lian, Tuur, and the silent spymaster approached Hadjar and the librarian, the Heaven Soldier was back to looking like a good-natured grandfather again.
“I’m glad you’re back safe and sound, General.” The librarian smiled broadly, hamming it up for their audience. “And I’m glad you chose me to test your increased strength. I hope my aura hasn’t hurt you.”
“Don’t worry, venerable adept.” Hadjar nodded and bowed. “It’s not that big of a deal to me now.”
The old man smiled once more, but the desire to break Hadjar's neck was clearly visible in the depths of his eyes.
Well, let him try. Many songs will be sung about our battle.
There was a time when Hadjar had been terrified of true cultivators. Not anymore.
“Taking into account that I always keep my word...” Hadjar took another scroll from his pocket. “I brought you all the information about the tomb that I could get to thank you for helping me save Commander Nero. Now, if you’ll please excuse me, I’m at war.”
Hadjar emptied his pipe and shook hands with the stunned librarian before following his senior officers back outside.
He didn’t need to turn around to feel the surprise of the librarian. He definitely hadn’t expected to receive such information. Hadjar hadn’t wanted to give it to him, but his honor had demanded it.
All that Hadjar had was his sword, his word, and his honor. They were important to him, and he couldn't ignore them.
Many young boys and girls who devoted themselves to the path of cultivation were sure that honor was something romantic and very difficult to grasp. But, as Hadjar had found out, honor was a very simple and straightforward concept. It was what allowed a person to both respect and like themselves.
If Hadjar had left the Heaven Soldier empty-handed after the librarian had indirectly saved Nero…
No. That wouldn’t do. Neither Hadjar Duran nor, especially, Hadjar Traves, would ever do that.
“We’re glad to have you back, General.” Tuur removed the medallion from around his neck and returned it to Hadjar. “As always, you’ve appeared right on time.”
“Have any new problems popped up?”
“The exact opposite, actually,” Helion, who was constantly adjusting his eyepatch, said. “Very old and very far-fetched, but very frightening problems all the same.”
Already forgetting about the old man and the tomb, Hadjar cursed mentally. The day he no longer had to deal with all these issues constantly plaguing him would probably be his last day in this world.




Chapter 127

Upon entering his tent, he smiled at the grumpy Azrea snorting in his direction. The white kitten sat on the map lying on the table, fanning herself with her tail as she rested.
She looked like a disgruntled animal, which was precisely what she was.
When the General reached out to pet his kitten, she resentfully bit his finger as hard as she could. Then Azrea mewed smugly and almost held out her paw. After receiving a piece of dried meat, she jumped down off the table and then onto the bed in one leap, where she disappeared among the animal skins and sheets.
Moving on, Hadjar found he was already quite used to the General’s tent—the never-ending piles of papers on the chests, the hustle and bustle, and the myriad of urgent tasks he had to deal with. If only he’d taken care of it all earlier, he would’ve now had some free time to train.
Hadjar touched the Moon Spear gently. He understood his predecessor, Leen, better now—how difficult it must’ve been to make decisions, to carry that burden on her seemingly fragile shoulders.
“What’s this urgent news?  Hadjar asked, sitting at the head of the table.
The commanders, as a whole—with the exception of Nero—sat in their usual seats in front of him. Simon also attended the military councils now. He had proven not only his resourcefulness and love of excessive comfort, but also his great usefulness. In any case, after he’d begun managing the resources of the army, it had started climbing out of the abyss into which the war against the nomads had plunged it.
“The Chief of the Council of Villages came to us,” Helion started.
The cavalryman, instead of his usual leather half-armor, was dressed in a fur coat made from a polar bear. It was much warmer under the dome than outside, but it was still rather cold. In the world outside the dome, even the air was freezing.
Hadjar saw blocks of ice falling out of the air among the remote mountain peaks with his own eyes. In places like that, there were no animals, no birds, and no sounds of life. Thank all the gods that the entrance to the tomb hadn’t been near one of those anomalies.
Who knew if the General would’ve been able to survive the trip to save the commander of the Bear squad if that had been the case?
“He’s some kind of local governor,” Lergon explained.
“What do you mean by that?” Hadjar asked.
He needed to have a better understanding of the Chief’s position and power.
“There are about one hundred villages under the mountains.” Lergon picked up a pointer. “They are at an equal distance from each other, and they constantly face a variety of problems—from spring floods and mudflows to attacks from ‘The Black Gate’ sect’s disciples.”
Lergon circled different regions with his pointer, and Hadjar tried to figure out in advance how and why this person had come to see them. Taking into account the weather, not a single disciple would be coming out from the pavilions any time soon.
Masters and teachers of the sect were unlikely to spend their time intimidating the common folk.
“They wanted to be able to resist all of this somehow; they united in a kind of commune. The Council comprising of hundreds of the most respected people governs it, and, in turn, the Chief is at the head of that Council.”
Hadjar nodded and steepled his fingers.
“Did they come to complain about Simon ripping them off?”
“I’ve done no such thing!” The plump purchasing officer immediately protested. “I run an honest business! And if someone is unhappy with it, it’s not my problem, but theirs!”
Hadjar wouldn’t have hired a guy like that at any other time, but... he’d had no choice. Either the army would be left without clothes and armor, or they would allow Simon to handle some of their affairs.
Hadjar was responsible for the lives of several million people, so he would just have to allow Simon some small liberties along the way for their sake.
“Why did he come here, then?”
No one answered. Everybody, even the red-haired Lian, looked down at their feet, afraid to answer—just like students afraid of sounding dumb in front of their classmates and teacher.
“He asked us for help.”
“What?”
“Well...” Helion said slowly, scratching his head. “I don’t know how else to say it, General.”
“Tell me the truth...don’t keep me in suspense.”
Lian was the bravest warrior, it turned out, or the bravest archer, to be more precise.
“He told us about an invasion of monsters,” she said and then immediately looked down.
The commanders weren’t sure what they’d expected to hear when the Chief had arrived—maybe a request to deal with a problem, but not these old legends. Monster invasions were often mentioned in children's horror stories and fairytales.
A whole horde of monsters descending on the northern valleys, located behind the Black Mountains, was something that happened once every ten thousand years.
No one knew why the monsters would be gathering. But all of them were running toward the south, sweeping away everything in their path. And Balium was south of them.
Hadjar, to everyone else’s surprise, wasn’t at all shocked.
“When was this?”
“Three days ago,” Helion answered. “He came with his giant of a son. At first, I thought it was Dogar reborn, may the forefathers be proud of him.”
“Three days ago,” Hadjar repeated as he pondered.
Such news wasn’t foolish or unreasonable in his opinion. He had often heard mentions of such events in the stories of the Shadow of the Immortal and in the scrolls of the sect. There was nothing mystical about them. Any creature that reached a high enough stage of cultivation would emerge among the animals’ ranks sooner or later. Then it would set about trying to get rid of the previous ruler at the top of the food chain.
Mountains shook and tsunamis appeared in lakes because of the battles that ensued. Naturally, ‘simple’ animals didn’t want to become collateral damage in a fight between these much stronger beasts, and so they ran toward the south or somewhere, anywhere else.
However, the Black Mountains ended in a peninsula surrounded by seas on all sides.
So, south was the only direction a horde of frightened beasts could escape toward, all of them driven by a sense of self-preservation. And, unfortunately, the Moon Army was in their way at that very moment, not just Balium and the villages.
“How concerned did the Chief look?”
“Concerned? He was extremely frightened.” Lian, recalling the old man's appearance, still hoped that he was just a good actor. “He was literally shaking all over, and he nearly fell out of his chair more than once.”
“And what about his son?”
The son looked skeptical, but strong,” Tuur explained. “He said that either a witch or a scholar had warned them about the invasion. The inhabitants of these small villages don’t distinguish between such titles.”
“No one believes her, except for the chiefs,” Lian continued. “The last time such an invasion happened was no less than seventy thousand years ago.”
“It might be a ploy of the sect,” the chief of intelligence warned.
Hadjar sighed and massaged his temples. If not for his trip to the tomb, he'd have probably thought so, too. But then he’d seen a gigantic bird in the sky during his search for the tomb’s entrance. It had flown to the north, from where a horde of monsters would soon be arriving, according to this witch.
“How can we contact him?”
“Who?” Helion asked again.
“Forefathers... the Chief!” Hadjar shouted.
The commanders looked at each other.
“General, you think…”
“I think that our main problem won’t be the sectarians this winter.” The tent became deathly quiet, and all of them turned pale at once.




Chapter 128

The commanders left the tent, leaving Hadjar alone with his thoughts and the now sleeping Azrea. Looking at the kitten, Hadjar decided to forget his troubles for a while, choosing instead to lie down on the skins. Wrapped in them, he waited until the half-asleep kitten crawled up onto his side and curled up. She usually did that whenever she could.
When Hadjar was not in the tent, she slept on the skins. But when the General was nearby, she would immediately choose him as her new bed. He fell asleep quickly, a warm veil of silence enveloping his mind.
After sleeping for a few hours, Hadjar awoke during the most difficult period for the guards—between three and four hours after midnight. It was called Groundhog hour. A time when even the most responsible watchman could fall asleep for a few minutes, or even a quarter of an hour. This, Hadjar assumed, was due to the peculiarities of the human body and its perception of time.
Hadjar gently moved the slowly-growing kitten onto the skins and stood. He stretched his neck, which had been getting numb from his awkward posture, sheathed his sword into its scabbard, took his pipe, and silently left his tent.
The wet and very cool wind immediately brushed his skin.
The fires lit by the patrolling soldiers were burning somewhere, and the sentinel lights shone on the rocks. Their light was similar to the glare of the moon.
Hadjar moved his head back and gazed upwards.
Stars shone in the night sky. A myriad of small, fiery diamonds scattered across the black velvet of heaven, as cold and impassive as the sunlight on the snow-covered Black Mountains.
Perhaps the camp of the Moon Army looked the same from a distant star.
A foolish thought.
“General,” the soldiers greeted him sleepily.
They rose, saluted, and then resumed what they’d been doing previously, discussing various things, sometimes singing, but usually just sharpening their swords and peering into their steely gleam. Such nights were ideal for contemplating not only the cosmic depths but also the much more mysterious depths of one’s own soul. This was especially noticeable in the expressions of the Lidus warriors Hadjar saw that early morning.
They had followed their General, who had led them through battles and hardships, and they’d ended up fighting another's war. Lidus hadn’t declared war on Balium, and yet they’d still come to these foreign lands to fight against the sect—about which they’d heard only in legends.
‘The Black Gates’ had been a model of cultivation for Lidus no more than fifteen years ago—something monumental and undeniable in its omnipotence. Now, they weren’t just fighting that same legend, but they had also succeeded in capturing their sixth pavilion.
The rumors about the approaching invasion of monsters spread around the camp like wildfire and made those already worrying fret even more. Would they be able to survive if the horde turned out to be more than a simple village fairy tale? Death was closing in on them from all around—they were between a rock and a hard place. They could die among the sharp rocks, from the storm and the cold, at the hands of the sectarians, or in the jaws of a hungry, ravenous beast.
But this was the life of a person that had devoted themselves to the path of cultivation. They preferred the life of a mortal, like a leaf torn and carried by the wind to another life, one in which death’s cold breath was always present and grew closer to them by the second.
And yet, millions of people still chose the path of cultivation. Everyone was guided by their own desires. Some sought freedom, some wanted eternity, and others coveted power.
Hadjar took off his white cloak and placed it on a stone at the edge of the camp. He didn't want to get cold and sick. He raised his pipe to his lips and lit it, staring at the hilt of Moon Beam as he did so.
Why did he keep fighting through these difficulties while reaching for the stars? He didn’t have a talent for cultivation, only the sword. Was it for the sake of revenge? And what would happen after he got his revenge—or justice, to be more precise?
Would he need power after that? What would he even do with it?
“I knew I’d find you here,” he heard a voice behind him say.
Hadjar turned around. His white-haired friend limped toward him before pausing and leaning on a wooden crutch.
“Ask Serra to give you back your normal color. You look like a ghost.”
“Face it, buddy.” Nero sighed. He sat down and lit his own pipe. “I’m gonna stay like this forever now.”
“Do you like it that much?”
“It’s because of that fat halberdier.”
“Halberdier...” Hadjar repeated.
They paused and then laughed together for a long time, until Nero put a hand to his chest and struggled to control his breathing. Apparently, the wound hadn’t healed completely, and he was still having trouble with it.
“I hope, buddy, that you didn’t forget to wear woolen pants while traveling through the mountains?”
“You don’t have to worry about my underwear. You just be careful that your organs don’t wither and fall off.”
“Ask Serra,” Nero replied with a huge smirk lighting up his face. “Everything works just as well as before.”
“Stop lying. I saw you. You were writhing around like a virgin in the harbor.”
“I heard you had sex with the dead. Damn necrophiliac. Tell the Patriarch of the Gates about it, he will make you his heir on the spot.”
Hadjar poked his friend in the shoulder. Nero answered with the same gesture as they smoked and looked at the distant stars.
These kinds of moments rarely happened in their lives. They simply couldn’t contemplate infinity without endlessly fighting for their life, a loaf of bread, or the chance to decide their destinies themselves.
“Thank you.” Nero sighed. “Really. Thanks, buddy.”
“You would’ve done the same for me.”
“Yes, I would have.” Nero nodded. “However…”
Hadjar chuckled and continued smoking.
“You still screwed it up.” The General frowned, exhaling a few circles of smoke.
“Go to all the demons with your discontent, General. I thank him, and he’s still not happy. Then he has the nerve to call me his friend. I bet you brought me back from the dead to give me all the dirty work that you don’t want to do yourself. Damn fancy pants General!
“Pfft,” Hadjar snorted. “Sure. Do you think I’m going to do all this stuff with the monsters myself? No, buddy, this is your headache!”
They dropped back into silence again for a long moment.
“Do you believe him?”
“The Chief?”
Nero nodded and emptied his pipe  before lighting a cigarette in its place. He was able to exhale smoke rings much more skillfully than Hadjar. They were denser and remained in the air a little longer.
“Did Serra tell you?”
“Yes, she did.” Nero didn’t deny it.  “She said that a horde of monsters could be here any moment.”
“It might come,” Hadjar agreed. “Or it might not…”
“What are we going to do?”
“What we always do.” The General shrugged. “Hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”
“As a rule, the ‘worst’ usually happens.”
“Don’t jinx it, my friend.”
“I’m just stating the facts.”
“Smartass!” Hadjar snorted.
“Well, the good news is,” Nero said as he put out the cigarette and lay down on the stone, “if the monsters do come, they’ll be interested in the sect too, not just us.”
“I doubt they’ll hurt them much. The first pavilion is high in the mountains. Unlike the sixth one.”
“Nevertheless…” The hope was clear in the blond man’s voice. “Maybe they’ll do enough damage to make things easier for us. By the way, how will you contact the Chief now? I don’t think he’ll dare come up here again.”
“We’ll go down to them in the morning.” Hadjar shrugged. “Besides they have some kind of festival going on. They promised to feed us, give us drinks, and bring dancers.”
“Dancers…” Nero closed his eyes dreamily, and then he abruptly sat up, looking around. Thank the gods, Serra wasn’t nearby. “This is what’ll happen, buddy. If there are any beautiful ladies there, they won’t be interested in me.”
“You have your own ‘beautiful lady’, so don’t incite the gods’ anger! The others don’t have such an amazing woman”
“Yes, you’re right,” Nero agreed. “Yes.”
He took a deep breath and placed the back of his head on his right hand, scratching his stomach with his left.
“Well, man, life is good.”
Hadjar didn’t argue with that. He only hoped that they’d be able to say that again in a few months’ time.




Chapter 129

Later that morning, Hadjar awoke with a head full of gloomy thoughts, although he’d slept well.  He left his white cloak with Azrea, who was sleeping on it, and he left the tent in his shabby black robes and black cape he usually wore.
The commanders were waiting for him at the camp’s exit. Remembering who got it last time, Hadjar entrusted the Medallion of the General to Tuur again.
“I’m honored.” The engineer bowed.
This time, he took it more cheerfully. After all, the General had important things to deal with, and the whole army depended on more than just one of them to keep everything in order.
A small black mare was led over to Hadjar. Most other Generals probably loved to ride horses—this always looked very impressive to ordinary people. The General, dressed in brilliant armor, formidable on their mighty horse—but Hadjar didn’t wear armor, and he preferred carts or his own two feet over a horse.
However, walking downhill would take a lot more time than riding downhill on a horse at the Awakening of Power level. It would handle this task much more quickly, and he was sure it would probably be useful in other ways too. He’d recently had enough of trudging through the snow on foot to last him a while.
Helion and Lian joined Hadjar. The cavalryman, as usual, was dressed in his fur coat, and the archer had put on a fitted coat more suited to some noblewoman leaving to enjoy an entertaining hunt. It was blue, with hemmed ruffles and a fur collar.
Lian looked beautiful enough to make men glance at her and then severe enough that they immediately pretended to look somewhere beyond the horizon, rather than continuing to admire her figure.
All the other commanders had remained in the camp because no one knew what problems might arise during the General’s absence.
Hadjar had even left his bodyguards in the camp. They’d wanted to accompany him down to the villages, but they’d still obeyed the strict orders of Hadjar. He wasn't going to take a big crowd with him. The three of them would get things done much faster, plus, the villagers wouldn’t be happy with a large number of armed soldiers arriving on their doorstep.
However, the General had wanted to take Lergon with him. The Baliumian was a native of this country, but he had refused, explaining that he’d had issues with a specific village.   
When he’d been young, he had apparently slept with the daughter of one of the local chiefs.
He was probably lying, but Hadjar didn’t try to find out the true reason behind his refusal to visit his countrymen. He didn’t have time to look into it when he had more pressing concerns to deal with.
“If we don’t return within three days,” Hadjar said. “Send a squad after us.”
“You’ll only spend three days drinking and dancing?” Nero was outraged.
“I’ve only been bedridden for five days and you've already become a bore, my General,” Nero said the last words with a pained groan. Serra’s elbow was very sharp, and she was quite strong. Her strike to his ribs had actually hurt.
“Simon.”
“Yes, General?”
“A parade ground for the soldiers should be set up by the time I return. It should be large enough for at least three hundred thousand people to train there at the same time.”
The purchasing officer froze with his mouth slightly open.
“With all due respect, my General, what kind of demons do I need to hire to build something like this in such a short amount of time?”
“If I knew the answer to that question, Simon, what would I need you for? As they say—the problems are mine, the decisions are yours. So, come on, work off your velvet clothes.”
The logistics officer saluted and ran toward the camp. He grumbled and probably cursed the General along the way, but he did so silently. And while he obeyed orders, Hadjar was willing to overlook his minor indiscretions.
He did the same with all his other subordinates. They might not be happy with the orders he gave, but they would obey them, and Hadjar was willing to pretend not to notice some of their petty... fraud.
After all, a soldier who doesn’t want to be a general is a fool. And a person is even more stupid if they aren’t thinking about their retirement and how they will live after the army, and, most importantly—how they’ll pay for it.
“Tuur.”
“Yes, my General?”
Despite the fact that the chief engineer was holding the General’s Medallion, he was doing nothing more than trying to look the part.
“You have three days to make plans to strengthen our camp—that’s your number one priority. Also, we’ll have to accommodate at least four hundred additional soldiers…”
“But that’s impossible, my General! We’re running out of room as it is! Where else can we put them?”
“I’ll tell you what I told Simon.” Hadjar patted his horse’s neck. He didn’t know why, but everyone else seemed to do it. “I’m not the chief engineer, you are. So, I need you to solve this problem. And, yes, when I return, traps, mines, and anything that can slow down or destroy the approaching animals should already be placed around the camp.”
The commanders fell silent.
“So, you believe the Chief after all?” Lian asked, tucking her hair under the fur hood.
Now she definitely looked more like a noblewoman than an officer. Like the daughter of some pompous lord or baron, at the very least.
“It doesn’t matter whether I believe him or not, we must be prepared for any danger. And even if the animals don’t come, we’ll still have a good defense ready against any possible attempts by the sect to win back the pavilion.”
Hadjar was still considering the possibility of an uprising within his army. He had no doubt that spies and disciples of the sect had already infiltrated the ranks of his soldiers along with the common people. Perhaps there were no more than a hundred of them, but even so few of them could cause great harm. Sabotage was always a possibility. And taking into account what Serra, Nero, and Hadjar had been able to do before the battle with the nomads…
The “Secret police”, if some of the people overseen by Hadjar’s spymaster could even be called that, worked day and night. But so far, they had managed to find no more than ten spies in their ranks.
Hadjar had ordered them to get all the information they could by any means necessary. He didn't care about honor; he wanted to keep his people alive. If they had to, he’d given them the order to torture people to get the information they needed out of them.
“I’ll have the plans and the blueprints ready for you, my General.” Tuur bowed and went after Simon.
Serra went to Hadjar and put a strip of yellow paper with hieroglyphs inscribed on it in his hand.
“To activate the talisman,” she explained, “you’ll need to fill it with power. After the hieroglyphs light up, you’ll have about a minute to escape.”
“How fast will I have to run?”
Serra frowned and then smiled; her expression slightly predatory.
“Very quickly indeed, General.”
“Then let’s hope I don’t have to use it.”
Serra nodded and waved her hand. A gap, which soon widened to the size of an arch, appeared in the golden glow of the barrier. Hadjar waved his hand, saying goodbye, and guided his horse toward the pass.  Helion and Lian hurried after him. They looked much more excited about the prospect of attending the festival than the General did.
Hadjar hoped with all his heart that the stories about the monster invasion would turn out to be nothing more than a simple fairytale. Perhaps they were worrying over nothing.
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Hadjar rode along and watched the carpet of lit up lanterns hovering above him. His hood covered his head, and it was currently his only protection against the snow. The blizzard had faded slightly, but the strong wind that brought snow with it was still moving the lanterns around.
[Warning: anomaly detected....data processing is proceeded]
Hadjar hid his sword behind his back. He didn’t like to carry the scabbard over his shoulder because he couldn’t use the third stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique when he did. And that particular stance was his best defense.
The three of them moved down the road to the pass, where hundreds of small villages were located. Each of the villages had no more than five hundred houses, but otherwise differed little from the larger settlements.
On the eve of the holiday, the residents had launched the lanterns into the sky. They looked like a carpet under a mountain path. Lost in thought, Hadjar gazed toward the northwest. Perhaps the battle between two supremely powerful beasts was taking place right now, beyond the forest that stretched between the mountains. A battle of two monsters that could transform into humans and walk freely among the cities and countries.
They could even have children, but only with ordinary mortal women. According to the legends the Shadow of the Immortal had told Hadjar, only a beast that had reached the stage of a Wild God was able to have children with a male or female practitioner.
What even was the stage of a Wild God? Apparently, it was a myth, a legend, a joke of sorts that was told to naive disciples in the Land of the Immortals. It was said that a beast at the Wild God stage was equal to the gods themselves, and so neither Hadjar nor the Immortal’s remnant had been convinced they existed.
“I think they’ve started without us,” Helion grumbled.
“Are you here to negotiate or to drink and have fun?” Lian asked.
Hadjar was forced to reluctantly accept that the noblewoman's outfit suited her. He admitted it reluctantly because he tended to think of her as a sort of sexless creature—she was simply the commander of the archers and no different than any of the other warriors that had accompanied him.
Now, he was confused. He saw a beautiful and statuesque woman before him, not a sexless creature who wasn’t fond of men. And not because she didn't want their company, but simply because few men were strong enough to feel equal to a female practitioner at the Transformation stage.
And even fewer were willing to commit to a long-term relationship with an officer. Everyone knew perfectly well what that could lead to. They still remembered what had happened to Dragon’s Tooth and the Moon General.
“Why not kill two birds with one stone?” Helion replied. “Am I right, General?”
“If you get carried away trying to commit bird murder, I’m sending you off to guard the frontiers.”
“I understand, my General.” The cavalryman struck his chest. “I promise, you need not worry that I will drink myself half to death! Lergon said that the Baliumian girls from the mountain villages are very beautiful.”
Lian rolled her eyes and lightly spurred her horse. She caught up with Hadjar, leaving the dreamily sighing Helion behind, lost in his pleasant thoughts.
They rode in silence for a while, sometimes swatting at the pesky lanterns as they blew by. The wind shifted toward the north-west,
now blowing in the travelers’ faces constantly. It brought not only snow with it, making it difficult to see anything that was more than a few feet ahead of them, but it continued to nudge the lanterns toward them, too.
The horses snorted with displeasure, not understanding why fire was flying through the air.
Hadjar wasn’t going to test how patient his four-legged transportation was. He didn’t want to know if he could survive falling off his horse and into the abyss on the other side of the path.
Putting his hand on his sword’s hilt, Hadjar exhaled. A wave of wind appeared after his sigh. It swept the lanterns aside and spun them around in a mad waltz, keeping them out of the travelers’ way.
“You really have grown much stronger, my General,” Lian noted.
Hadjar hadn’t told anyone that he’d spent a whole year in the tomb. Everybody noticed, however, that the General had returned a changed man from his two-day adventure: a better swordsman, and at a higher stage of the Formation level.
“Perhaps,” Hadjar replied. He wasn’t willing to discuss the matter any further.
Lian took the hint and fell silent, but she soon mentioned something else, something that was important to both of them.
“What are you actually down here for?”
Hadjar turned to the officer. She looked at him with her clear, green eyes. There was no fear in them, only respect and determination.
“Don’t tell me that you want to meet the Chief, my General.” Lian stroked her horse’s neck; the animal kept snorting. “I still remember when you were Dogar’s assistant, and even then, your actions were never what they initially appeared to be.”
“Are you accusing me of duplicity, Officer?”
“I wouldn’t dare, my General.” Lian shook her head. “I mean that you never let anyone know your true intentions. Frankly speaking, I don’t really want to act without knowing all the facts. Especially when we are in foreign territory and close to ‘The Black Gates’ sect.”
Hadjar looked at the archer again as she rode beside him. She wasn’t the first to have realized that Hadjar always had a backup plan. Dogar had been the first. However, he’d never dared bring it up.
The second person had been Nero. But Hadjar told him everything lately. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to face his friend.
“It could be a trap,” Hadjar replied at last. “If this is a trap set for me personally, I don’t want the whole army to get hurt.”
“With all due respect, sir, heroism is all well and good for common soldiers to engage in and bards to laud, but not for a General. You’re putting everything at risk-”
“On the contrary, Officer,” Hadjar interrupted her. “I’m not putting anyone at risk. If it’s really a trap, they’ll have to bring the Masters from all the pavilions to even attempt to kill me. Or, the Patriarch himself would have to come down here. They won’t do that.”
Lian thought about this for a while.
“Why did you take me and Helion along in that case?”
“Other than Commander Nero and Serra, I trust you two the most.” Hadjar shrugged. “I could’ve taken Tuur, but he isn’t the greatest of fighters.”
“So, we’re going into the enemy’s lair, and you’re only telling us now…”
“A real officer should always be ready for battle,” Hadjar replied. “Besides, it’s just a possibility. It’s just as likely as a horde of monsters actually gathering in the north or us having been invited to a terrible orgy of sacrifices to the gods. Highlanders always have strange customs. Perhaps the daughter of a Chief wants to marry me, or Helion set this all up just to get some booze and whores.”
Hadjar and Lian turned their heads toward the cavalryman at the same time.
“What?” he asked.
“That is the most unlikely option.” Hadjar sighed as he turned back.
“Are those all the options?”
“There are others.” Hadjar adjusted the harness and yanked on the reins. “All of them might or might not happen. Regardless, I’ll be ready for all of them.”
Hadjar lightly squeezed his horse's sides with his legs and it quickened its pace. Lian was left behind. She looked at the figure of the General disappearing into the blizzard and she began to understand why Leen had given her amulet to Hadjar.
A few hours later, they reached the bottom of the pass and immediately came upon a welcoming party.
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It was either the son or the grandson of the Chief, according to the descriptions of the commanders, who greeted the travelers. The guy was taller than Hadjar, who was far from short, by two and a half heads, and his shoulders were no less than three feet wide.
He could bend horseshoes and nails with his bare hands, and he had dark skin, black eyes, and hair gathered into a tight ponytail made up of hundreds of small braids.
The herculean man was dressed in simple clothing sewn from pieces and trimmings of pelts—animal skins were what these villagers exported the most, after all. Confident men holding slingshots, bows, and even one with a battle ax, met the soldiers. The big guy was carrying the ax.
Constant clashes with the disciples of the sect and hunting had hardened them, but it had also inspired a stupid and arrogant belief in their own strength.
Hadjar looked at the villagers and realized that two slashes of his sword would be enough for them to paint the snow red and never return home.
Jumping off his horse and almost drowning in the snow, Hadjar approached the biggest guy among them. He looked even more imposing up close, but still, he wasn’t as impressive as Dogar had been, may the forefathers be proud of him. He didn’t have the sheer rage and indomitable spirit that had burned in the Bear’s heart.
“I don’t know what the Chief has taught you, young man…” Hadjar spoke calmly, but despite his quiet, friendly tone, the villagers felt like cold steel was at their necks. “No one greets people who’ve come with only good intentions with a weapon in their hands.”
Hadjar surprisingly found that he really considered the giant a mere boy. Damn, he was only a couple of years younger than the General was. Hadjar was probably starting to look at age as something not measured by years, but rather, by what a man had endured during his life thus far.
The big guy clenched his jaw and put the ax back in its sheath behind his shoulder. Obviously, keeping a weapon on one’s back was fashionable. It was a simple custom that had gained popularity thanks to the songs of the bards. However, Hadjar admitted, the guy might also have had some special Technique which required him to carry his weapon in such an uncomfortable way.
[Analysis of the objects...threat level is minimum]
This world was huge, after all. Well, when in Rome, do as the Romans do.
“Are you General Hadjar?” the boy had a deep voice.
“Yes, that’s me.” Hadjar nodded and pointed behind him. “These two are Commander Lian and Commander Helion. They’re my officers and advisors.”
The giant looked to where the General had pointed and... immediately lost his head. Hadjar could only sigh in desperation. He could now add young people falling in love at first sight to the list of his problems. Why wasn’t Lian wearing her crumpled armor, and why wasn’t she armed with a longbow? Perhaps then the big guy wouldn’t have been looking at her so lustfully and Hadjar wouldn’t have had to witness the guy’s pants suddenly becoming too tight...
“Nice to mee-et-t-t you,” the confused boy mumbled out.
He resembled a bear after its tamer had flicked it on the nose. It was both funny and surreal at the same time.
“We’d appreciate it if you didn’t keep us out in the cold.” Lian, an experienced woman, immediately noticed the way the big man was looking at her.
Even if she’d been young and inexperienced, she still would’ve noticed. It was hard to miss. Men might not realize the importance of such moments, but women always noticed it when they were adored by someone or someone was in love with them. At least, that’s how Hadjar saw it.
Nature was unfair.
“Y-Yes.” The poor, smitten boy nodded. “Come on; Father’s waiting.”
Hadjar noticed how professionally the villagers surrounded their small delegation as they walked along a path in the snow-covered forest. Because of the snowstorm, the trees now resembled huge snowdrifts. Fortunately, the air was also very humid here, so the snow was very tightly compacted, and the horses didn’t fall too deeply into it.
However, the people from Lidus still hadn’t gotten used to moving across the snow. Unlike the villagers, they constantly swore and fell into it up to their waists or chests. Luckily, Hadjar, unlike his subordinates, was very skilled at the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique. Utilizing it made his steps light enough to pass not only over the snow, but also over quicksand—should the need ever arise.
The big guy noticed that Lian had fallen into the snow, and he wanted to help her, but he stopped when he saw the sharp, warning look in her green eyes.
What a naive boy.
Lian’s need to be self-sufficient was greater than any other woman’s Hadjar had ever met.  Even the Moon General hadn’t been able to compete with the fiery-haired archer. Lian could turn the ass of such a ‘gentleman’ into a pincushion with a dozen arrows just for one hint of looking down on her. However, this time, she didn’t do so.
Possibly because the feelings that had stirred in the heart of this young man in such a short amount of time were mutual.
“Am I running a high school or an army?” Hadjar muttered in a whisper.
First
Serra and Nero, and now these two…
Luckily, they didn’t have to walk for long—no more than an hour. Hadjar had noticed several hidden watchtowers along the way. More precisely, the neuronet had noticed them (they were hidden by a special spell). It had been able to spot them and discern the number of people on them in ways unknown to Hadjar.
Most likely, the native witch’s spell couldn’t hide the warmth coming from the people within. Hadjar still didn't know how the neuronet had managed to detect that heat. To be honest, he hadn't even tried to figure out how the interface worked. Not yet, anyway.
On the one hand, Hadjar was pleased that the villagers weren’t defenseless peasants and hunters. But on the other hand, it caused some apprehension on his part. These people wouldn’t be acting as they were without a good reason.
Hadjar would probably be happier if it really turned out to be a simple trap from the sectarians. He wasn’t overly enthusiastic about the prospect of fighting against an invading horde of frightened, stampeding beasts.
An hour later, after dawn, they reached their first destination.
“This is our Central village,” the giant of a man told them as they arrived.
His name was Dubar. Another child named after the god of war who’d eventually grown up to be a mighty giant.
Damn, maybe I really should start believing in the gods...
Hadjar looked at the mountain pass, and then he turned to view the plateau in front of them. It looked as if an ancient river had carved a river bed through a mountain range, and then, after it dried up, the people came. They built hundreds or thousands of houses. They were two stories tall, and even three in places, made from strong oaks and fir-trees. Apparently, the villagers earned good money by selling skins. At least on the days when the sectarians didn’t stop them from doing so.
The houses had been built in this channel, going right up to the tall mountain, and several large houses made from wooden logs were located at its base. Apparently, these were the administrative buildings. Most of all, Hadjar was surprised by the face carved into the mountain. It was so big that it could be clearly seen even from such a distance.
And, looking at Dubar, Hadjar wasn’t the least bit surprised that it was an image of the god of war. The stone face of Derger looked at the General menacingly... It reminded him of the ancient Immortal’s Spirit in the tomb.
“Faster,” Dubar said eagerly as the travelers entered the village.
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There were few people in the streets. Hadjar noticed they were so narrow that two carts could hardly go past one another. The people were still resting after the previous night’s celebration. The local festival, something similar to the Rain festival in Lidus, usually lasted four days.  On the first day, the people launched lanterns into the sky to show the way to the souls of dead relatives, so they could join the main celebration of the year.
The second and third nights were when the main festivities happened. The people drank, danced, had fun, and forgot all the hardships of the past year. They believed that if the children didn’t eat sweets on these nights, and the men and women... well, also didn’t indulge in any ‘sweetness’, then their next year would be the same—bitter and arduous. So, people made sure to have fun.
Nero would’ve probably liked this atmosphere, Hadjar thought. However, he’d been prevented from coming by the wound he had received in battle, and also by his very passionate lover. Hadjar didn’t know (and didn’t want to know) how passionate Serra was in terms of ‘sweetness’, but he didn’t doubt for a moment that she could make his life bitter with ease.
“We were expecting you to come at the beginning of the festivities,” Dubar said.
“Officers aren’t dogs that come running as soon as you whistle,” Lian replied sternly.
However, her tone immediately softened when a little girl in a brown coat, fur boots, and a fur hat ran up to her. The girl held out her small hands, wrapped in a pair of woolen gloves.
Lian smiled, bent down, took a snow flower from her pocket, and gave it to her. The girl’s face shone with joy and she ran back to show it to her mother.
Hadjar had noticed how wary the few villagers who chose to come out into the street were and how they treated them when they approached. Actually, he’d noticed it the moment they’d first arrived in the village.
The neural network had shown the watchtowers to Hadjar. From each of them, a row of bows or homemade crossbows had been pointed down at them. The weapons resembled siege crossbows, only they were smaller and predominantly used for hunting. However, a dead man with a bolt through his chest didn’t care about the difference.
“S-s-sorry,” Dubar said.
The General only sighed wearily.
Continuing on their way, they left the village behind and stopped near a large house. Reaching toward the sky, the building was several stories tall and looked like a tower... or a pyramid. It was made from wood, with a few sloping canopies, and the main roof was currently lost somewhere under the snow.
“Come in.” Their herculean host opened the door.
As a guest should, Hadjar bowed at the waist toward the house. He liked to follow the rules of hospitality as best he could. In a world ruled only by power, it was sometimes good to remind himself of something more civilized than swinging a sword or a cudgel.
Wiping his feet on the wooden threshold and throwing off his cloak, Hadjar entered the spacious hall. There were a few men wearing leather armor inside. Judging by their menacing looks, they clearly considered themselves to be warriors.
“It isn’t customary to enter this house with a weapon in one’s hand,” one of them said.
Hadjar saw that the ‘warriors’ were armed with swords inferior to his own. They also had short, heavy axes at their belts. There were some men who fought with such axes in his own army. Hadjar knew perfectly well that if a weak swordsman and a weak axman met in battle, the swordsman wouldn’t have a chance.
On the other hand, a skilled swordsman was much deadlier than a skilled axman. However, learning how to wield an ax took a lot less time than truly mastering a sword.
The world was so big and complicated…
“Apparently, this only applies to outsiders?”
“Exactly.” The guard nodded. “Leave your sword here or you can wait for the Chief on the street.”
Helion leaned forward to remind the man that he was speaking to a General. Hadjar raised his fist slowly in the air, and the cavalryman froze. The General put his hand on the hilt of his sword and everyone tensed. Despite their ostentatious bravado, the villagers were well aware of who their Chief was meeting with.
The fame of the mighty General preceded him.
Hadjar easily undid the buckle and removed his sword belt. Under it was the same rope that had once replaced his belt. Hadjar was so used to it that he hadn’t taken it off, just like his simple, worn clothes. Serra was tired of complaining that the General used her as a tailor because of his constant requests for her to mend his shabby clothes.
Hadjar could do it himself, but he sometimes had an urge to use his power. This urge would encourage him to eagerly use the free labor he had at his disposal. Maybe he’d gotten that part of his character from his grandfather.
“General,” Lian whispered in his ear, “don’t you think that, if this is a trap, it’s unwise to enter unarmed?”
“I have a dagger.” Hadjar shrugged. “By the way, it’s obviously not a trap.”
“What makes you so sure of that?” The officer asked, taking her bow and quiver of arrows from her shoulder.
Hadjar didn’t know how to answer the question. He just... felt that this had nothing to do with the sectarians. They most likely wouldn’t be leaving their pavilions till the end of the season. They would gather their forces together for a decisive attack, hoping to completely destroy the enemy troops.
They wouldn’t waste their time on this game in a local village.
“Just trust me, Officer. They’re not our enemies. At least for now.”
After verifying that the visitors had left their weapons at the door, the guards let them in.
It really was a tower. From outside, it seemed like it had several floors, but it turned out to have only one. It was a spacious, hexagonal room, with walls so high that Hadjar could barely make out the ceiling. Absolutely useless stairs, disappearing somewhere beneath the distant vault, curled up against the walls. Well, Hadjar mused, every nation had its own architecture. And sometimes it was particularly strange.
In the center of the room, there were tables which were being set by numerous maids. Most of them were very pretty, bursting with health. Hadjar liked another type of shape and, therefore, temperament. But Helion clearly didn’t object to them at all, if the expression on his face was anything to go by.
Strewn around the tables were a lot of skins and carpets. Apparently, this was where the main event of the festival would be held. For the village elite, at least.
A man came forward. He had been hidden behind the maids until that point. Hadjar’s mind refused to call him ‘old’. He was a tall, handsome man, with gray hair and lots of wrinkles, but he still had a direct and sharp gaze.
“Greetings, glorious General.” The Chief bowed.
“Greetings, respected Chief.” Hadjar nodded.
They looked at each other in silence for a while, until the Chief pointed to one of the tables.
“Shall we sit down and talk?” he offered.
“Yes, let’s talk,” Hadjar agreed.
The Chief called his son over, telling him to entertain the two officers while they talked. Actually, neither Helion nor Lian were hard to persuade. The girl clearly didn’t mind spending time in the company of the herculean warrior, and the cavalryman was entranced by the multitude of young maids in close proximity to him.
After a couple of minutes, they disappeared from sight, and Hadjar was left ‘alone’ with the Chief. They sat across from each other as a girl of about thirteen rushed over to them and poured a fragrant liquid into their glasses.
“Live long…” The Chief raised his glass.
“And die quickly,” Hadjar replied.
They clinked glasses, drank, and started to negotiate.
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Hadjar followed the officers who were disappearing into the crowd with his gaze. Frankly, without his sword at his belt, he felt a little uncomfortable. As if he was walking through the central city square naked.
“Please forgive my people.” The Chief put his glass on the table and leaned heavily on his hands. He seemed to be feeling his age. “They’re on edge.”
“Because of the sect?”
“Pretty much.” The local ruler nodded, “after your victory over the sixth pavilion, we expected the anger of ‘The Black Gates’ to rain down upon us.”
Hadjar now understood why the villagers had greeted him with such wariness. Certainly, to most of them, the forces of the Moon Army weren’t their savior. They had come in and turned their once bad situation into an even worse one. Because, most likely, none of the villagers truly believed that the sect could ever be defeated.
However, they wholeheartedly believed that when the army ended up beaten, the angry disciples would descend upon them from the mountains to take revenge.
“But they haven’t come, have they?”
“That just worries me even more,” the Chief admitted as he called a girl over with a gesture, and she poured him some more alcohol.
Hadjar covered his glass with his palm, refusing another drink. He preferred tobacco to alcohol, and he’d only had the first glass due to tradition. The Chief drank the second glass in one gulp. Hadjar assumed that he had gotten used to knocking them back during a turbulent youth.
“Apologies. I’ve forgotten my manners. I’m Darius, by the way, General.”
“Hadjar.”       
Darius merely twitched the corners of his lips. Of course, he already knew the name of the General. He’d headed out to bring him the news that most people wouldn’t believe or didn’t want to believe. After all, the upcoming potential invasion was much more terrible than news of any war.
In a war, you could surrender, negotiate, or even desert. But how did one get away from an invasion of wild beasts? You couldn’t surrender—the animals would just eat you. You couldn’t negotiate—the animals wouldn’t understand you, even if they were at the Alpha Stage. Their minds weren’t developed enough to understand such complex concepts as the enemy giving up. You could escape, Hadjar supposed, dooming your family and loved ones to the fate of becoming a living pasture.
Of course, there were those who would choose this option. But they were always a minority. The people here were mostly used to fighting. They absorbed the awareness that they had to fight for a place under the sun along with their first taste of mother’s milk.
“That was the first sign,” the Chief was twirling the glass in his hands. It was well-made, and Hadjar imagined that it must’ve cost a pretty penny. “The sect has never missed a chance to visit us before. The most innocuous of their ‘pranks’ is to take someone away by force or to eat and drink and then leave without paying.”
“I’ve heard they use people as a means of transport.”
“Have you now?” Darius smiled a little sadly. “We’ve heard that as well, General. We heard that you saw this type of transport and cut the Chief guard of the sixth pavilion down with a single strike of your sword. I admit that I didn’t believe the story when I first heard it.”
“I wouldn’t have believed it either,” Hadjar replied with a nod.
Even now, he couldn’t understand why the Chief guard had relaxed so much in the presence of his foe. However, history didn’t know the subjunctive mood, and so, that’s all there was to it. The Chief guard had met his end; Hadjar had captured the sixth pavilion and organized a hospital there. That was all just history now.
“They don’t usually enslave our people,” Darius continued.
It was quite logical. While they dominated the region, a swarm of locusts could bring down even the strongest of bulls. If all the deprived, offended, and destitute villages began to bite at the sect from all sides, sooner or later, it would fall. Its gates would be trampled into the ground, its legacy soon forgotten.
The Patriarch surely understood this as well as Hadjar did. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been a Patriarch.
“But, surprisingly, they never came. We waited a few days to receive the worst of their punishments, but nothing happened.”
“Their worst punishment?” Hadjar asked.
The Chief called the girl over again, took the jug from her, and began to pour himself another drink. It was clear how much he was worried about the well-being of his people and the future of his village. He really believed an animal invasion was coming, but Hadjar still had some doubts.
“They sometimes send a black fog. Anyone who inhales it is then covered in terrible blisters, and their veins turn black. A day or two later, delirium and fever set in, and eventually, they die in terrible agony. There is no cure for this infection, so we kill every person afflicted by it. That way, they don’t have to suffer.”
Hadjar looked at Darius’ sad face. He immediately understood why Dubar’s mother had never come to greet them alongside everyone else.
“I’ve seen it.” Hadjar nodded. “It’s not a pretty sight.”
“Then you understand what I’m talking about.”
Hadjar didn’t just understand, he also made sure that the neural network had recorded everything the Chief had said. If the sect was able to send this demonic plague against entire settlements, then it could most likely be used against his army in battle. If not for this conversation, Hadjar would definitely have sent his troops to their doom. They could’ve all died in that bloody, dark fog.
Now he had a new problem—how was he supposed to protect his army against this black fog? That was an issue he’d have to carefully consider and solve later…
“The fact that the sect didn’t come to harass you doesn’t mean that they’re afraid of an upcoming invasion of monsters. The reason could be something totally unrelated.”
Darius looked at Hadjar’s clear, blue eyes. In their depths, he saw a steely, unshakable will and also something that he couldn’t look at for long. For a moment, the Chief thought that he was seeing a beast sitting in front of him, ready to pounce.
Although this feeling was unnerving, it didn’t frighten the Chief.
The beast was ready to devour its prey, but that wasn’t him...
Yet, inside those strange eyes, he also found what he was looking for. The answer to his unspoken question.
“You don’t believe me,” Darius stated, and it was clearly not a question.
“No, I don’t.” Hadjar shook his head. “Or rather, I believe that you think it’s true. But that’s not enough for me to launch a full-scale operation.”
“When will you be convinced, General? When the enraged beasts are all here, it will be too late. We will all be dead. The mountains of the sixth pavilion aren’t high enough to protect you from the approaching invasion.”
Hadjar looked at the Chief. He understood now that the old man had known in advance how their conversation would end. He’d never expected Hadjar to believe him. He hadn’t expected it, but he’d still insisted on this meeting. Which meant he had some kind of trump card up his sleeve. This realization didn’t inspire a single optimistic thought in Hadjar’s mind.
“Not when, dear Darius, but if.”
The Chief drank some more.
“I didn’t believe it at first, either,” he said quietly, almost too low for Hadjar to hear.
“What changed your mind?”
“It wasn’t a what, but a who,” Darius looked around as if he feared they might be overheard. “Our witch. She’s shown them to me, General. Thanks to her, I saw that those two beasts are going to fight soon.”
Hadjar was now more than skeptical. He was about to stand up and leave when the Chief’s long, dry fingers grabbed his wrist. They were old but still strong.
“You’ve come a long way, General,” Darius said without pleading, but the request in his tone was clear. “Stay another hour. Talk to the witch. If she doesn’t convince you, then, when we all go to our forefathers, I won’t blame you for the deaths of my family and the villagers.”
[Warning! Previously detected anomaly defies analysis. Lack of data]
Hadjar looked at Darius, cursed inwardly, and nodded his head in agreement.
He was still a little doubtful, but more curious than anything.
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Dubar was their guide again. Judging by how the ordinary people looked at him, he was almost as respected as his father, the Chief.
It was quite rare for villagers to show so much respect to the child of an insignificant ruler. Usually, they grew up to be spoiled ‘princes’. But Dubar had decided to go against these stereotypes—or he was cleverly hiding his real nature.
Asking the herculean warrior to wait, Hadjar located Lian and Helion. Contrary to his expectations, they hadn’t made any new acquaintances. The officers stood in the corner, arguing about something and picking at food from someone else’s tray. Hadjar’s belly rumbled as the smell of freshly prepared food assaulted him. Luckily, no one heard the noise.
“My General,” the cavalryman said first.
“That was fast,” Lian said thoughtfully. “Are we leaving already?”
“Not yet,” Hadjar said. “I’ll go and talk to the local witch, and then we’ll decide.”
Despite the fact that Lian and Helion had been standing in very relaxed poses and eating snacks a moment ago, upon hearing the news, they immediately straightened up. Their faces became serious, their eyes resolute.
“We’re going with you, General.”
Hadjar only shook his head.
“There’s no need,” he said. “I need you both here.”
The commanders looked at each other in confusion.
“What’re our orders?”
Hadjar turned and looked at Darius again. He continued to drink one glass after another. Something was wrong here.
“I don’t like this,” Hadjar whispered quietly. “Keep your eyes peeled, and if anything happens, you have my permission to act as you see fit.”
The officers immediately braced themselves. Their glances became wary.
“You think it’s a trap?”
Hadjar remained silent, listening to his gut.
Silence.
“I don’t think so, but I don’t like the Chief and the way he’s acting. Maybe he wants to sit on two chairs at once.”
“In what way?” Helion asked, wiping his fingers on the wall.
“He really believes in the monster invasion, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to curry favor with the sect. So, there might be several assassins from ‘The Black Gates’ or the Ax clan around here.”
The commanders cursed synchronously, but they did it quietly enough to avoid being heard by the maids at the nearby tables.
“Maybe we should go with you in that case?”
“The village witch and some men with sticks?” Hadjar smiled. “I think I can handle them, Lian.”
Having given his orders, Hadjar nodded to Darius and went over to the exit. When he got his sword back from the guards, he noticed that one of them was hiding a bloody hand behind his back. They really weren’t warriors at all.
Only an idiot would unsheathe someone else’s sword. If you weren’t strong enough, you could end up severely injured. The warrior was lucky that Hadjar hadn’t wielded Moon Beam long enough for the artifact to truly soak up his power. Otherwise, the curious villager could’ve lost his hand, or even his whole arm.
Feeling somehow whole again after getting his sword back, Hadjar turned and followed Dubar.
As he set foot outside, the frosty morning air rushed into his lungs. Despite the cold, breathing it in was relatively easy and pleasant. For some time, they walked in silence, getting farther from the village with each step. In this regard, apparently, all the usual witch stereotypes applied.
Rural witches never lived among people. Not because they immediately took up pitchforks and torches against them. On the contrary, they were greatly appreciated. Just as much as practitioners who were able to run faster than a horse or kill a bear with just their hands.
On the other hand, witches weren’t exactly practitioners. For example, Serra. Hadjar couldn’t even begin to understand her skillset. The desert caster refused to teach him, citing the blood oath that she’d taken.
Like Hadjar (and maybe Nero sometimes) bothered Serra with his questions, the local witch was surely pestered a lot by the local boys and girls. That’s why witches, healers, and scholars tended to live as far as possible from the hustle and bustle of a settlement.
That’s also why sacred knowledge was sacred. It inspired awe, respect, and a desire to even begin to comprehend it. What skill could remain sacred if everyone was able to easily get to the witch and ask her to pass on all her knowledge?
“May I ask you a question, General?” Dubar said as they walked.
The houses had now been left behind, and they were in the snowy forest again. The snow crunched underfoot, the sleeping trees cracked under the weight of their white covers, and the occasional icicles rang slightly.
“Yes, giant.”
The young man was obviously flattered by such a comparison. Hadjar was in a fighting mood, and therefore generous with his compliments. Especially when they cost him nothing.
“The woman with the fiery hair, does she…”
Hadjar almost choked on air. He realized that one of the reasons why the villagers had goggled at them so much was Lian’s hair. All the villagers had hair as black as pitch. Red hair, freckles, and pale skin were something exotic to them.
In Lidus, red hair was one of the most common features and hardly something that would make a person stand out.
“Does she have a name?”  
Hadjar kept his cool, but inside, he was crouched down, like a cat ready to pounce. “Lian. To you, however, it’s Officer Lian.”
Dubar nodded, then paused briefly. Apparently, he was mustering his courage.
At that moment, Hadjar was pondering a very vital question. Had the giant asked about Lian because he knew that an assassin sent by ‘The Black Gates’ was lurking in the village? Or maybe he’d asked because he didn’t know about the killer—it was possible his father hadn’t let him in on his plans. If he even had any.
Dammit all!
Hadjar had never been good at intrigue. He didn’t like it one bit.
For such machinations, he had his chief of intelligence—who was able to unravel even the most convoluted tangle of conspiracies and intrigues.
“Does she have… well... a husband?”
“A husband? Are you asking if she has a lover or if she’s married?”
Dubar was slightly surprised, then he huffed a little judgmentally at the General.
“I’ve heard that morals are lax in the Valley, but not this much.”
“Don’t girls around here have sex before marriage?”
Dubar looked ruffled, like a sparrow before the rain.
“Gods forbid! A worthy husband and wife don’t sleep together until their union is fastened by Heaven and Earth.”
Hadjar barely held back a chuckle. If Nero had been here, he would’ve immediately said that any gods that tried to forbid him from making love to someone before marriage would have to go. It should be noted that Hadjar fully supported his friend’s opinion on the matter.
Fictional gods couldn’t dictate rules for him to live by or forbid him from doing something. He had his sword in his hand and his mighty heart beating in his chest. He was his own God and his own King. He didn’t need anyone’s permission to live his life how he wanted to.
“No, giant. She’s single. In every sense of the w-”
Hadjar couldn’t finish his sentence. He found himself wondering whether the gods really did exist after all because the woman standing before him now could only be a goddess.
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Despite the cold and wind, she was dressed in a simple gray dress that was almost floor-length, with wide sleeves and a long belt around her waist. Her attire was like a maid’s, but she looked better than a noblewoman from the palace dressed in the finest clothes. Hadjar had seen many noblewomen in his childhood, though none could’ve compared to this vision of beauty before him.
She was also wearing a simple cloak embroidered with patterns at the shoulders over her dress.  It was the color of wet ice, and Hadjar noticed that it was slightly stained at the hem.
She removed her hood. Long, thick black hair that fell almost to her knees became visible. Her red lips burned on her pale face like a fire, and the fluttering of her long eyelashes could cause a real storm out at sea. The stars of the night sky glowed in her eyes, and her small, snub nose sniffed the air as a pack of wolves came out of the bushes and lay down at her feet. Among the six wolves, Hadjar noticed two that stood out: a large, gray wolf that was obviously not weaker than the level of an Alpha, and a small, white wolf, perhaps only the size of a fox, which turned out to be even stronger than its much larger sibling.
[Object is defined. Analysis of  meta-data is started]
“Go home, Dubar,” the witch said.
Her voice resembled the rustling of autumn leaves. It was just as soothing and somnolent.
“Are you sure, Nehen?
The witch simply nodded and waved her hand in the direction of the village.
Looking at the General, or rather, at his sword, one last time, Dubar ground his teeth but obeyed the witch’s order. Lightly holding the handle of his ax, he turned around and went back the way they’d come. Apparently, the prospect of being around the wolf pack did not appeal to him. He‘d asked the question more to be polite than altruistic.
Hadjar wasn’t bothered by the proximity of these two specimens of the Alpha Stage. He was confident in his ability to, if not kill them, then at least escape from them.
“You’re not afraid of my brothers,” the witch, Nehen, claimed rather than asked.
It was a strange name—Nehen. Certainly wasn’t a native one. The name brought to mind the sea and sand, as did the lady herself. Her appearance was... unusual. Hadjar had never met anyone like her. She looked good, like a young spruce, and was indomitable, like a river in the springtime. Hadjar felt power and freedom in her.
She differed from Stepha. Her power was cool and calm, not hot and hungry for the flame. It was icy, but harboring life in the cold, still resembling a protective veil.
“I’m not,” the General confirmed.
They looked at each other thoughtfully. Hadjar couldn’t read minds, and therefore, he did not know what this woman from the distant islands was thinking. Who was she? The islands were as far from Balium as the capital of the Empire was from Lidus. I wonder what kind of winds and waves brought her to a place so far from home.
The silence was interrupted by a growl from the white wolf, and the rest of the wolves quickly joined her.
Hadjar grabbed his sword instinctively, rather than because of any semblance of fear.
“Calm down,” Nehen said softly, and they stopped growling in an instant.
Hadjar’s mouth almost dropped open in surprise.
“Do you control them?”
“Me?” The witch replied, surprised. “No, I’m just talking to them. They hear me, I hear them.”
The wolf growled again, but the witch lowered her hand to the wolf’s nape, and the animal immediately calmed down.
“Then tell them to stop growling.” Hadjar never took his hands off the handle of his sword. “It’s irritating.”
“You smell like a cat. It annoys them.”
Hadjar sniffed but didn’t notice anything. And then he remembered Azrea. She traveled with him so often, that, apparently, she’d left her scent all over the General’s clothes.
The witch sniffed the air again and then winced slightly.
“You smell like something else, too. We don’t recognize the smell, but it’s much deeper than a cat’s. It's your smell and yet… not yours at the same time.”
Is she ‘smelling’ the dragon's heart?
Hadjar didn’t like the idea of talking to this witch. Despite her unearthly beauty, she did not inspire much confidence in him. And Hadjar was used to trusting his reason more than his sex drive. Doing so reduced the number of problems he had to deal with and increased his chances of staying alive.
Nero, of course, would’ve argued against doing so. Maybe Helion and a good half of the soldiers would’ve also supported Nero’s viewpoint.
“You’re a strange man, General,” the girl talking to the animals said as she smiled slightly.
Demons.
Despite everything, Hadjar suddenly found it harder to breathe for a moment. However, he managed to pull himself together quite quickly.
“You should try it, General. It’s often better to communicate with animals than people.”
The dim light of a deeply hidden wound flickered briefly behind her eyes. Any other person, except Hadjar, would’ve sympathized with the lady and started to speculate... but not the General.
He’d spent ten years as a cripple and a slave. He’d seen and experienced things that many would be afraid to even contemplate. He had seen the darkest side of humanity, and the best one, too.
The fact that someone else had also experienced some kind of heartache didn’t move Hadjar at all. Nobody knew or could understand what the human, Hadjar, and the dragon, Traves, had been able to overcome.
“Why are you here, General?”
“Darius told you that I would come.”
“I knew you’d come,” Nehen agreed. “But I don’t know why you’ve come, General.”
Hadjar looked at her one more time. He made no effort to conceal his very platonic interest but, contrary to his expectations, he didn’t hurt or bother the witch with it at all.
Her attitude was completely neutral.
“I’ve come for answers.”
“That’s a good reason, General... I'll try to give you some answers, but only some, however…”
She turned and literally swam through the snow into the depths of the forest.
Hadjar followed her. He still kept a hand on the hilt of his sword, and the wolves reciprocated by circling around their mistress (or relative, or friend... or… god knows what), turning around, and then growling softly but very clearly.
It was like they were saying, “If you dare bare your claws, we’ll tear you apart.”
Although the General wasn’t afraid of the animals, he didn’t want to find out who would be the winner of their bout. Especially when there was no need for it to happen.
After about a quarter of an hour, spent in absolute silence, they reached the edge of a small forest. A small but very sturdy hut was here—in addition to a frozen pond and well.
The hut had a beautiful, carved porch with sloping steps and several windows with real glass. The latter was rare even for the capital.  Hadjar didn’t know how this glass had turned up in the middle of nowhere, and he wasn’t sure she would tell him even if he asked.
Although, if a witch from the islands can live here, why not glass, as well?
Nehen went up to the front door and opened it.
“Come in,” she said, pointing to the spacious hall beyond.
As Hadjar followed her inside, he felt the wolves staring at him with hatred-filled eyes.
Damn meals on legs.
We could make a fine soldier's stew from them!
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Hadjar was led along a dark corridor, but the General quickly noticed that there were only two rooms in the hut: a spacious room and some kind of kitchen. He sat at a table made from a felled tree and covered with a knitted tablecloth. The tablecloth looked out of place—it was clear that the witch rarely used her kitchen.
There was no ice in the ice chest, which meant she didn’t keep any food, and there was no ash in the fireplace, which meant that either Nehen was obsessed with cleanliness, or she didn’t use the fireplace.
The strange thing was that she had somehow boiled the kettle for him by placing the tin kettle on a small, metal square. An unknown hieroglyph immediately started flashing on it, and five minutes later, Hadjar was enjoying a fragrant herbal tea.
He hadn’t seen such artifacts before—even in the Royal Palace. Admittedly, he had never visited the palace kitchen. Perhaps there was something similar there.
“Nehen.” Hadjar put his cup on the table.
“Yes, General?” She asked as she sat in front of him. Cross-legged, paying no attention to her dress that had ridden up her leg, she calmly drank her tea. It took some effort for Hadjar to look away from her long, slender legs.
“Are you a human being?”
“What do you mean?”
“Exactly what I said.” Hadjar gripped the hilt of his sword. “Are you a human being or a beast in human form?”
At first, Nehen stayed silent, then she burst out laughing.
Gods and demons, her laughter sounds no worse than the Ron’Jah.
The General hadn’t played an instrument for several years.
“Many people are often animals who’ve taken the form of a man. But appearance and soul are two different things. You mustn’t forget that,” she said.
“That’s very philosophical,” Hadjar agreed. “But you didn’t answer my question.”
“What difference does it make?”
“Quite a significant one,” the General insisted. “If you're a beast, I'll apologize for disturbing you and leave. If you’re a human, we'll get down to business.”
Nehen looked into Hadjar’s eyes. She looked deeper than anyone ever had before. She saw what she’d smelled in the forest in their endless blue depths. She saw the dragon curled up and ready to strike, the furious Lord of the Heavens, whose anger could melt rocks and burn the clouds.
“And what about you, General, are you a man?” The witch asked.
She took a curved dagger from the folds of her dress and cut her palm with it.
“I’m human,” she said.
The blood flared, and the wound immediately healed. A few seconds passed, but the witch didn’t start burning from the inside. The universe, the gods, or whatever did so, had accepted her oath. What Nehen had said was true.
A real human was sitting in front of him, although she was certainly more than a little strange.
Suddenly, she placed the dagger in front of him on the table.
“Can you do the same, General?” The witch squinted. “Can you swear on your blood that you’re human?”
Hadjar took the dagger and raised the blade over his palm.
One heartbeat passed. A second. A third…
The blade, without touching his skin, fell back onto the knitted tablecloth. He didn’t dare play such games with the universe.
“I wonder, General, how you can walk under the boundless sky, not knowing whether you are human or not.”
Good question.
He sometimes asked himself that very same thing.
“I know what I’m living for, at least for now.”
“Revenge.” Nehen nodded. “I used to live for it, too, General. Don’t act so surprised. Birds of a feather flock together. It’s how we are.”
“I'm not interested in revenge,” Hadjar objected stonily. “Only justice.”
“You’re lying…”
Hadjar slapped his palm on the table and the dragon stirred in the depths of his eyes.
“With all due respect, Nehen, it’s none of your business. I came to you for answers. You said you’d give them to me. Either we go back to that arrangement, or I leave.”
The witch sighed sadly.
“If you want me to give you the answers you’re looking for, you have to trust me, General.”
“I do trust you,” Hadjar nodded. “As long as my sword is within reach.”
Nehen looked at his scabbard and the hilt of Moon Beam protruding from it. Doubt was clear in her eyes.
“Six of my brothers are outside the door. They will tear you to such small pieces that even your beloved will not recognize you.”
“Good thing I don’t have one,” Hadjar shrugged. “And you're out of luck. I’ll cut out your tongue and throw your head in the fireplace faster than you can call for them.”
They looked at each other appraisingly and... Smiled. This didn’t mean that they had found a soul mate, but rather that neither of them was weak or cowardly. And to a strong and courageous woman, there was nothing more despicable than a cowardly, weak man.
While some men perceived weak women differently, Hadjar had no love for them. He had no interest in mere mortal women.
“The trust I speak of, General, is deeper than the trust between lovers or between a mother and her children. I'm asking you to trust me with your soul.”
“Soul? Do I look crazy enough, Nehen, to trust you with my very soul?”
[Analysis completed! Anomaly threat level: lethal!]
“No.” The witch shook her head. “That’s why I had to poison you. I’m sorry, General.”
She quickly put her hands on his temples. Hadjar didn’t even have time to draw his sword. He felt like he was falling... but if before, he’d flown through the darkness on such an occasion, now he was falling toward a light, into a cold, icy light. At the same time, the light was life-giving, like a blanket that preserved warmth and granted one sweet oblivion during the harsh winter nights.
Hadjar felt odd. He was hungry and wanted to run. He could smell strange things in the air—a myriad of peculiar smells, in fact. He wasn’t alone. The female was with him. She stood there. He wanted her; she wanted him.
But this isn’t the time.
Danger.
Fear.
I should run.
He looked down at his paws. He knew he could escape. He could also run the enemy through with his mighty horns.
His pack had already gathered at the foot of the hill. His female was beside him. He wanted her. But it wasn’t the right time.
The sky above his head no longer burned with cold lights. Instead, multicolored circles swept over him. They were brighter than the stars on a clear and frosty night. They came from the mountains where the great beasts fought.
Fear.
I should run…
***
“Drink! Drink, dammit, if you want to live.”
Hadjar could barely swallow the viscous drink, his throat was so incredibly numb. Fortunately, the liquid was delicious.
Only after some time passed did Hadjar realize that he was lying on the kitchen floor of the witch’s hut. He’d barely regained consciousness, only now beginning to feel like he had hands and feet instead of paws; and he had long hair, tied in a ponytail, instead of horns atop his head.
He had no fangs, only a sword at his hip. He wanted to draw his sword and kill the witch, but he couldn’t even move.
“What did you... do?”
He could hardly speak. He wanted to hum or growl, or both.
The witch was sitting right next to him and gave him some potion.
The damned neuronet had kept quiet. It hadn’t warned him about the poison or the antidote.
Useless piece of iron.
“I transferred your consciousness into an animal.”
“What?”
“It’s my talent, General. Your talent is with swordsmanship, and mine is to understand the souls of living beings. But I’m fonder of the spirits of beasts than I am of human ones.”
Damn... damn it!
Nehen wasn’t just a witch... a demonic beast was sitting in front of him. If she could so easily control the souls (or consciousnesses) of the creatures, then Hadjar would personally lead the villagers, wielding pitchforks and torches, against her.
“Did you see the battle of those beasts, General?”
Hadjar remembered the burning sky and that feeling of overwhelming, instinctive terror.
“I saw it,” he nodded with difficulty. “The damned horde of beasts is approaching.”
Nehen nodded and continued to pour water down Hadjar’s throat.
In his mind, he’d already snapped her neck and stabbed her with his sword.
I’ll do it later.
Right now, he needed to find a way to save his army from total destruction.
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Hadjar was finally able to sit down at the table with the help of the witch. He drank more of the damned antidote and looked at the imperturbable girl. She didn't care about Hadjar's desire to cut off her head. Despite everything that’d happened, he could not deny two things:
Firstly, she was an insanely beautiful woman.
And secondly, a horde of frightened beasts was coming toward them from the other side of the peninsula.
The General’s feelings were a mixed bag. On the one hand, he wanted to kill the witch because she’d done something to his mind. On the other hand, he was eager to rape her first and then kill her. His anger was causing him to think these thoughts—he would never actually rape anyone.
Most of all, he wanted to get back to the camp as soon as possible. They had an incredible amount of work to do if they wanted to survive this winter and the rampaging beasts that were approaching.
Sharp fangs and claws had been added to the list of dangers, alongside the hunger and cold…
“What did you poison me with?” Hadjar finally asked.
He hadn't intended to talk to the beauty, but he had to know what she’d used; after all, his neuronet couldn't even detect it.
Nehen smiled, tucked away a loose strand of hair, and sipped some herbal tea. She did this in a very feminine manner, the way only a girl who was certain of her beauty, appeal, and modesty could.
Hadjar shuddered and turned away.
He’d always thought his tastes were very specific and unrealistic. He liked a special kind of girl: strong and free, but at the same time, ladylike. Usually, not even female practitioners possessed these three qualities, let alone mere mortals.
Apparently, the islander was the second exception after Stepha—at least among the women he'd ever had the pleasure of meeting.
“I didn’t poison you, General,” the witch answered quietly.
Hadjar resisted the urge to draw his blade. He still didn't have the strength for it. If Nehen called in her furry counterparts, they’d eat him up and wouldn’t even leave a bone behind.
“You said that you poisoned me.”
“I lied.” Nehen shrugged. “Don’t look at me like that, General.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re looking at me accusingly. I don’t see any reason for you to judge me.”
Hadjar thought that he had some pretty good reasons and was willing to argue with her.
“You just took control of my life without even asking!”
“I might argue that you’re doing the same with the lives of several million people.”
“They follow me willingly,” Hadjar replied. “Don’t try to change the subject. How did you do it?”
Nehen looked at her companion and peered into the depths of his blue eyes. She knew perfectly well what this man was feeling after the journey his soul had undertaken. Moreover, none of the people she’d previously guided had managed to sit up and talk, let alone demand anything, within just five minutes.
Usually, people lay unconscious for one to three days, regardless of the strength of their bodies and the level of their cultivation. They didn’t spend that time looking for a way back into their bodies, but instead, they had to try to get used to them again, the way people had to get used to a new home.
Nehen had no doubt that the General was on the verge of trying to draw his blade. And then she would have to call the wolves, and the brave warrior would become a delicious dinner for her brothers.
He was brave, strong, and reckless like a fire that had been ignited by heavenly lightning, or like a dragon possessed by a demon of rage.
She hadn’t met a man like him in a very long time.
“I needed your trust, warrior,” the witch said and pushed the cup aside. “No spells or potions can conjure that kind of trust. They can trick your mind, make you serve me more faithfully than a dog, but they can’t make you trust me with all your heart and soul.”
“Then you-”
“I tricked you,” Nehen nodded. “Or rather, your foolish belief that I would somehow harm you did. You trusted your wariness. And in that brief moment when I said I poisoned you, you believed it. I used that faith to send your soul on a journey.”
Hadjar was silent for a moment, and then, without hesitation, disregarding the presence of a lady, he cursed. If his Nanny had heard him spew such abuse in his childhood, she would’ve flogged him hard for many months.
Nehen smiled and lifted her cup again.
Hadjar had never liked mind games. Perhaps he could play them well, but not as well as he could wield the blade. A fair fight, in his opinion, was better than using manipulation and clever tricks.
Some would say that such an outlook was stupid, brutish, and fundamentally wrong, but... when you were so strong and skilled that your sword could pierce the very sky, would any of these tricks and intrigues actually be able to harm you?
That didn’t mean you didn't have to use your head. No, no, no. The mind was even more important than muscles to a warrior, but Hadjar didn’t like how many people used theirs in such perfidious ways.
“Do you often send other people’s souls on these… journeys?”
He said the last word as sarcastically as he could. But his tone failed to hurt Nehen and deprive her of her mask of icy calm. A truly homely comfort could be felt in this ice, and only a real woman could’ve created it.
“Not really,” Nehen said evasively. “They don’t always end well.”
“What do you mean?”
She looked into the General’s eyes again and realized that she didn’t have to try and hide anything from the man.
They needed each other to survive this winter, and the mystery would be unraveled sooner or later. And when the warrior learned the truth from someone besides Nehen, her being weaker than him wouldn’t stay his hand. He would come for her and take her life. And Nehen was in no hurry to meet her foremothers.
“If you had died in the body of a beast, you would’ve died here as well. If your soul had gotten lost in the endless river of energy on your way there or during your return, you would’ve died then, too. Your body would’ve dried up and become mummified, and your soul would’ve become a ghost. If your soul had been full of doubt when you’d returned, if something had gone wrong, you would never have woken up. And I can keep listing other instances of ‘if you’ until late into the night.”
Hadjar placed his cup on the table.
He looked at the witch, at the bottomless depth of her black eyes, and at her face—for which some would’ve been willing to die.
It was foolish to say that Hadjar didn’t understand her motives. She wanted to protect her people, her village, and all those to whom she was connected by the scarlet ribbons of destiny. Who was Hadjar to her? Just another man with a sword at his belt and military regalia on his chest. A passing stranger. An all too brief companion on the long and winding path of life.
He probably would’ve done the same thing to protect his people—the army. In fact, he'd already done that when he’d decided to go to war against ‘The Black Gates’ sect, and when he’d left Tuur in charge of his army and gone to the mountains to find medicine for his friend.
He understood the motivation and reasoning behind the witch’s actions perfectly.
But, by the demons, that didn’t mean he was ready to put up with them!
Silently, without even saying goodbye, Hadjar stood up. He didn't manage it on his first try. He stumbled, but, by clutching at the edge of the table and leaning on his sword, he was able to limp to the exit.
Nehen never moved. Even when the General opened the door and went out onto the porch, when her wolves growled while staring at him, she never budged. She knew that if she moved, the warrior would die. He would have to draw his sword, and then she would have to give the order to her wolves.
And yet, looking out the window at the receding figure of the brave General, she hoped that he would turn around. She didn't know why, but she still hoped.
Hadjar did not look back.




Chapter 138

As Hadjar walked through the forest and back toward the village, he constantly felt the wolves’ gaze upon him. He didn’t know whether Nehen had sent her furry buddies to protect him in his weakened state or... her. Hadjar, leaning on his sword, walked through the forest, the ground now frozen under its winter blanket. The trees creaked in the wind, and the black crows circled above him, cawing.  
“Don’t expect me to die here,” the General growled at them as he stumbled onward.
He was weak and wounded, not so much physically as deep in his core. It was unlikely that his soul going on such a journey could end up being harmless for him. No matter what the witch had said, it was impossible to simply transfer a consciousness from one body to another without any consequences.
The last time Hadjar had experienced something similar, his body had died; only a pile of meat and bones had been left on the doctors’ table.
After leaving the crows and the wolves far behind, the General returned to the central village. Many people were now gathered in the streets. Cheerful and carefree, they enjoyed the festivities and had as much fun as they could.
Sometimes, one of them would notice the warrior moving in the direction of the Chief’s tower. Their faces became grim and their gazes stern. Mothers hid their children behind their backs, and husbands would step forward protectively. They were clutching a variety of utensils and basic weapons. One guy was apparently even planning to fight the General with an ordinary baton.
Hadjar ignored them all.
“Please take this,” Hadjar heard a voice behind him say.
Hadjar instantly used his neuronet,
[Analysis! Threat level: zero]
The little girl that Lian had recently given a flower to was standing nearby. Now she was holding out a piece of bread to Hadjar. The bread was old and stale; in the north, where it was cold six months of the year, and the snow covered the fields for over half that time, bread was one of the most valuable things they had.
“Thank you.” Hadjar nodded and accepted it.
The girl smiled and disappeared back into the crowd, and Hadjar continued on his way. He passed several crowded shopping areas, and the people there were preparing for after the festival by selling everything they couldn’t carry in their hands or put in a bag. However, Hadjar didn’t hear even a single cry announcing the sale of any ingredients for cultivation.
The people here weren’t very strong. He hadn’t seen many practitioners above the fifth stage of the Bodily Nodes.
The reason why was clear: it was highly unlikely that ‘The Black Gates’ sect wanted to have a settlement full of practitioners located at the foot of their strongholds. Talented people wanted to leave their villages as soon as possible to go see the world, and they would leave through the Black Gates the sect had used for its name; Hadjar felt it must get confusing at times.
Putting his hood up to avoid the cold of another gust of wind, Hadjar finally reached the tower.
The same guards met him. This time, they looked at him with a slight grin, as if they were silently laughing about his visit to the witch.
Nehen had a sort of special authority among the villagers. She was treated with a mixture of fear and immense respect, and perhaps a little worship from the men. After all, she was incredibly beautiful. Although, a simple word such as ‘beautiful’ could not describe even the shadow of her face.
“Your weapon, oh glorious General,” one of the guards said, much more boldly and sarcastically than before.
Hadjar took off his weapon and threw it on the chest next to him. He almost fell as he did so.
The guards didn't even move to help him, despite him clearly needing it.
Did he really have to protect these people from the animals’ invasion? Anyone else, if they’d been in Hadjar’s shoes, would have given up by now and returned to the mountains. They would’ve focused exclusively on fortifying and protecting their army, rather than these uncouth villagers. But Hadjar wasn’t ‘anyone else’. He was a General who tried to preserve his honor whenever possible.
Perhaps he was the last of his kind.
“General!”
Lian ran to Hadjar and helped her commander sit on a nearby bench. Slightly tipsy, but with a still clear mind, Helion approached them both. As soon as the cavalryman examined the General, he didn’t look like the cat that had eaten the canary anymore.
Well, Helion might’ve managed to find some common ground with the female servants...
“Have you been attacked, my General?!” Helion instinctively reached for his blade, but ended up only patting his thigh. His weapon, as well as its scabbard, had been left in the hall. The cavalry officer got himself together and looked at his boots. All three of his sharp daggers were still hidden there.
They were long enough to let them use weakened versions of their Techniques.
“No.” Hadjar shook his head. “It was just a little magic, Officer.”
Lian swore. She cursed witches and their ‘cheap tricks’. It was a good thing that Serra wasn’t there. Hadjar didn’t doubt that she would’ve taken it personally.
The maids were still fussing around. They put platters of different food, as well as jugs of booze and water on the tables. They also covered benches with woolen bedspreads in case the celebration ended up lasting until the following day.
Many of the servants looked at the strangers with interest. They must’ve been very curious. They had all known that the General would be visiting Nehen before Hadjar had even reached the forest.
“I think you saw all you needed to see,” the Chief said as he approached.
Hadjar looked into the man’s eyes. The Chief couldn't stand it and turned away. Hadjar figured he wasn’t ashamed, but he might’ve been feeling remorse at the fact that he hadn’t warned him about what might happen in the witch’s hut. But then, if the General had known what to expect, it was highly unlikely that Nehen would’ve been able to deceive him as she had.
“We’ll help you,” the General nodded. “On one condition…”
“General,” Lian said a bit fearfully. “What do you mean by that?”
“One condition,” Hadjar repeated, ignoring the officer’s remark.
“I am listening, honored General.”
“You’ll help us in turn. I see your barns are full of supplies, and my soldiers might soon begin to starve.”
Now the Chief looked like a real ruler. His eyes hardened, and his face darkened.
“We need those supplies to survive the winter,” he said quietly.
“If my army starves, you’ll get to see the winter as animal droppings.” Hadjar suddenly grinned in a slightly rapacious way. “Besides, my dear Chief, I can’t guarantee that when my warriors get hungry, they won’t just come down from the mountains to visit your villages. And, as I’m sure you know, a hungry and angry soldier isn’t the most pleasant of neighbors to have.”
Helion and Lian looked at their General in surprise. They hadn’t previously seen or heard Hadjar threaten someone in such a cunning way. Their commander was a hot-blooded man. He could curse and raise his sword against the noblemen and the Generals’ officials, but he had never before resorted to using such methods.
However, this kind of behavior and negotiations were familiar to civil rulers.
Chief Darius mulled Hadjar’s words over.
After a few minutes, he sighed and nodded his agreement.
“Send your logistics officer here after the holiday. We'll arrange everything.”
Hadjar felt better. Their coming here hadn’t been in vain—he’d been able to solve the problem of his army’s lack of food, which was perhaps the most urgent of all the issues they faced.
“I’ll send him tomorrow morning.” Hadjar stood up with the help of Helion and Lian. “The beasts will be here in about a month and a half… perhaps two. So, we don't have much time to celebrate, Darius. If we don’t hurry, we’ll all die.”
Darius didn't move.
“Let me point out, General,” he said, “that if we cancel the festival, people will figure out that an invasion is imminent and begin to panic.”
“You have to tell them about it.”
“Undoubtedly. But we'll do it at the right time and avoid them panicking. And as you well know, General, a panicked peasant is not the best of neighbors.”
Hadjar bravely withstood the taunt.
“Well,” Darius continued in a much kinder tone, “you can hardly go back to the mountains in your current state. Relax, General, have fun at the party. My home is your home. My wine is your wine. The dances will start in three days, and, honored General, if you’ve never seen a girl from the mountains dance, you’ve never seen a woman in your life.”
Lian started to say something, but ultimately chose to remain silent, deciding that it wasn’t worth getting into an argument over.
After sitting down on a bench, Hadjar picked up a piece of dried meat from a tray. Yes, maybe he could’ve gone back to the mountains, but he much preferred to stay for a couple of days. Perhaps he would examine the sculpture of the God of War more closely—if he could stop thinking about the witch, Nehen… It could happen.




Chapter 139

Hadjar untied the letter from the crow’s leg. Tuur’s report said that everything was quiet in the camp. Everyone was busy with their work: clearing the land for the barrier shafts and they’d also designated teams for digging channels.
The Engineer asked if it would be possible to send troops up to the mountain peaks to cause several explosions with powder charges and create a real avalanche.
Hadjar looked out the window. There, in the distance, a raging blizzard was enveloping The Black Mountains.
I wonder how Tuur is able to build something in this kind of weather…
All the work was being done outside the perimeter of the barrier, where the blizzards were still going strong.
The General wrote his reply, tied the paper to the crow’s leg, and sent the bird on its way. He watched the black silhouette disappear into the distance, hurrying to deliver his message. Hadjar didn’t know how such a small bird could withstand the vicious weather.
Having massaged some feeling back into his numb neck, the General stood up. He, along with the two officers, had been put in a guest house—a relatively small building that stood near the village’s main tower.
Hadjar began to warm up once he was outside the tower. He stretched his body and muscles, and once that was done, he took out his sword. He practiced a number of smooth and sharp sword strikes while avoiding the attacks of imaginary enemies.
Every time the General trained, the situation in the village grew tense. By the third day, husbands didn’t dare risk sending their wives shopping during it, and fathers tried to keep their daughters inside their houses. But, nevertheless, women would come to look at the General as he practiced.
Hadjar didn’t care. He was just happy to see that strength was finally returning to his hands and feet. It had taken him two days to recover from the effects of traveling into the body of an unknown beast. If Nehen and her wolves had been around, Hadjar might’ve demanded compensation for the emotional damage she’d inflicted upon him.
As a child, he had always dreamed of having a cloak made from the skin of a white wolf.
Back then, something like that had seemed worthy of only the most illustrious of heroes.
Hadjar trained and meditated until nightfall. Shirtless, he competed with the frost, snow, and the strong winds that battered him. Helion and Lian, basking under some thick skins, would look at their General as though he were a mad demon that had crawled out of the depths of the abyss.
Hadjar understood that, as well as strengthening their sword, a warrior also had to build up their body. Yes, armor was useful, but nothing could replace the warrior’s own body.
In the evening, when the lights lit up the village and people were getting ready to enjoy the last night of the festival, Hadjar stopped his training. He put on his simple clothes and lay a cloak of animal skins across his shoulders.
Strengthening one’s body was useful, but excessive training could harm his cultivation.
Therefore, sages said that a practitioner should explore not only the various dangers of the outside world, but also all of its pleasures. After all, the fuller and more eventful their life was, the sooner they would get the experience they needed. This, in turn, would allow them to cross the thresholds between stages.
Once again, after leaving their weapons with the guards, the two Officers and the General entered the hall. They greeted the guests and nodded to them. They’d managed to get acquainted with many of the villagers during the past couple of days.
Hadjar, despite all their disagreements, often talked to Darius during the seemingly never-ending feast. They rarely discussed anything besides the upcoming peril, but even these conversations had allowed him to learn a lot about the Chief.
Like any ruler, Darius cared for the prosperity of his people, and was ready to do anything to safeguard it. In a display of honesty, he’d even confessed that he’d honestly thought about calling the assassins of ‘The Black Gates’ to the village. Thank the gods, he’d realized in time that the Moon Army would be a more reliable ally in the upcoming fight against the beasts than the sect ever would.
They sat together at the head of the table. Night fell, torches and stars lit up, and the final part of the celebration began. On this night, all the men and women had to sleep with someone. And, apparently, the gods would look the other way tonight. There was no other explanation for marriages and other obligations being so blatantly disregarded.
“The dancing will begin soon, honored General.” The drunken Darius smiled. “You won’t see its like anywhere else.”
As if confirming the words of the Chief, young girls walked into the hall crowded with people. Like nymphs, they flew over carpets and skins. Their bodies bent like the branches of young trees, and their naked forms, covered with torn capes, awakened the most secret fantasies of all present. Simple, rhythmic music sounded, and they swayed to it, approaching the men, dancing with their fingers so close to their faces that the men could feel their imaginary touch arousing their very souls. Reality was out of the question. Fantasies were the only important thing here.
Hadjar then noticed that the girls weren’t completely naked, and that the torn capes covered the most sacred parts of their body regardless of how they moved. Sometimes, they would turn their backs to the audience and allow the capes to slide down; however, only their slender backs were visible, and no more. Everyone’s imaginations were working overtime.
Then everything changed...
The girl entered the hall. She was as beautiful as a goddess and as passionate as the devil’s wife. Her black hair was arranged in a tight braid woven with blue threads; her skin was the color of wet bronze, and kings would’ve waged wars because of her figure. Strong, slender, long legs stepped onto the carpet.
Then she was spinning, arching her body in the most improbable ways. One second, she danced like a spring stream, and then a moment later, like a freshly kindled fire. Passion gave way to icy calm, then back again, over and over.
She came so close to Hadjar that he was afraid he’d forget how to breathe. She turned around and let the ritualistic, ragged cloak slide lower, all the way to her narrow waist, and the terrific dimple below… Hadjar had a strong will and mind. He could’ve resisted her charms, but... he didn't want to.
She took him with her, in full view of everyone.
They were soon in the guest house.
Her icy breath burned his skin, and he was drowning in her black eyes and the stars shining in them.
He took her right there against the wall, and she gave herself to him completely and irrevocably. They loved each other’s bodies standing up, sitting, and lying down. It was like they’d fused together, their thoughts carried away so far that even the gods’ own messengers wouldn’t be able to find them.
An hour later, they lay wrapped in skins, looking into each other’s eyes.
She ran her fingers through Hadjar's hair, and he thought that the witch looked so much more desirable without her wolves around.
“You’re like coal,” Nehen said. “Black on the outside and red hot on the inside.”
Hadjar couldn't find an answer to that. He simply ran his fingers over the curves of her body, not wanting to think about what was waiting for him in the future.
“Did you leave the wolves in the woods?”
“They aren’t my servants,” the witch said again. “They come when they want and they can leave whenever they like.”
“But they follow your orders.”
“They oblige my requests. It's different.”
Hadjar moved his fingers away and turned to lie on his back. Nehen was clearly unhappy that he’d stopped caressing her but said nothing.
“If you had just explained it to me-” Hadjar’s voice was severe.
“You wouldn't have believed me,” she interjected.
“And that’s why you decided to endanger the lives of all the soldier in my army.”
An angry fire flashed in the witch’s black eyes.
“If I hadn't done that...” The flame grew brighter. “I would’ve endangered not only the lives of your soldiers, but all the inhabitants of this village as well. We can't escape without your help, Hadjar.”
Hadjar was about to snap at her, but Nehen threw the skins aside, exposing her body. She put her palm on Hadjar’s chest forcefully and moved so she was over him in one fluid motion. She squeezed his waist with her hips and leaned down close enough for him to feel her breath against his face.
“Do you want to continue arguing or-”
She didn’t get to finish asking her question.







Chapter 140

Hadjar took the skins and covered the sleeping Nehen with them. A full moon was shining in the sky. It was a beautiful night for love or for meditation. He dressed, girded himself, and left the house.
Helion and Lian hadn’t come back to the house. Either they didn’t want to disturb the General’s privacy, or they’d found more pleasant company. The latter option seemed more likely to Hadjar.
Outside, he took a deep breath of the fresh, frosty air. The moon illuminated his path, but the lanterns that stood at the edges of the streets dispersed the darkness even without it.
After checking that his sword was in its sheath, Hadjar headed toward the foot of the mountain that this strange pass ended with.
Hadjar thought that the riverbed must have been situated in the place where the village was now for a long time. He was also certain that it wasn’t the villagers who had originally carved the face of the God of War into the rock.
The General found himself being drawn toward the sculpture, for some reason. As if he could find answers to his questions there. What was the sword energy? How could he get to it and not die in the process? The formidable face of Derger promised to give him answers. It resembled a human face a little, but it made one’s heart beat faster and their hands reach for a weapon.
Perhaps the village hadn’t submitted to the sect of the Black Gates mountains thanks to the statue that watched over them.
Hadjar left his temporary home and the central tower behind him. He walked up the stairs hollowed out in the rock, climbing higher and higher. The lanterns illuminated his way, and his heart called out for him to go farther, but in his mind, he returned to the guest house, to the woman he’d left sleeping under the skins.
The General couldn’t deny that he was more attracted to Nehen than he’d been to any other woman in his past. The witch was the second woman he’d gotten to know intimately, and... there was something about her. Something that roused Hadjar’s carnal desires almost unstoppably—drawing him to her like a moth to the flame.
His thoughts about the witch, her curves, her beauty, and, even more desirable, her character and temper, were interrupted by a strange voice.
“Good evening, General.”
Hadjar turned around sharply, unsheathing his blade. Not many people could get near him without being seen. And even fewer people could do so because he had the neuronet. But this man had done just that.
The practitioner was a few yards away from Hadjar, on top of a lantern. He was squatting down, looking like a cat ready to jump. He held a long, narrow sword that looked more like a giant's needle in his right hand, and he gripped the hilt of a dagger that closely resembled a beast’s fang in his left.
Wearing all black, with a face half-hidden by a hood, he had almost no armor. He had pants made from a light fabric and a sling holding a dagger on his thigh. His torso was covered with the same clothes, under which his leather armor was hidden. The only metal armor Hadjar could actually see were the black plates on his arms that formed parts of his ‘sleeves’.
A couple of medallions attached to the man’s shoulder pads swayed slightly in the wind.
Hadjar recognized them both at once.
One belonged to ‘The Black Gates’ sect and the other to the Ax clan. It was not uncommon for clans to send their children to various sects. That way, they strengthened relations and could gather knowledge not guarded by oaths of blood.
“Scan,” the General ordered quietly.
The neural network clicked and produced its analysis:
 
	Name

	???


	Level of Cultivation

	???


	Strength

	3


	Dexterity

	3.6


	Physique

	2.6


	Energy points

	???




Hadjar didn’t know what had happened to his neuronet, but after visiting the adept's tomb, its abilities had grown.
It still couldn’t determine the stage of cultivation and energy points of practitioners who were a higher level than Hadjar. But! It was now able to calculate their basic stats and present them to him.
The General could’ve easily made some assumptions. For example, that the assassin standing in front of him was almost on the verge of becoming a Heaven Soldier.
Another year, and he would’ve probably been able to become a true cultivator.
Hadjar, who had taken up the ‘Strong wind’ stance without wasting any time, had already raised his sword over his shoulder, angling the blade parallel to the ground. But the storm full of hidden blades wasn’t yet formed.
The killer didn't even move.
“Why are you here?”  Hadjar asked.
This night was good not only for making love and meditating, but deadly battles as well. The General wasn’t at all opposed to clashing with an enemy in such a duel, but if there was an opportunity to resolve the issue in peace, he wouldn’t hesitate to resort to the second option. At least as long as he was responsible for the lives of millions of people.
“To fight you, General,” the assassin replied as if there could be no other reason.
“Then you should start getting ready.”
“I believe you won’t attack me until I give you a reason to do so.”
In fact, Hadjar was already able to use the first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. But if he really got angry, the villagers at the foot of the hill could end up being casualties as well.
The assassin hadn’t done anything yet, and Hadjar wondered how he could avoid harming the civilians below.
“I wonder why the sect didn't want me to come after you, General. Just a Formation Stage practitioner... What kind of artifact did you use to capture the sixth pavilion, I wonder?
“The one I’m holding.”
The man squinted.
“A Spirit level blade? Well, I’ll make sure to put it in my brother's grave. Just so you know, General, I came here to soothe the soul of a sect disciple you killed. A student who never wanted to harm anyone. He’d just learned the way of cultivation, and you took his life, stealing the light from my mother's eyes as well... I'll kill you so my mother can sleep peacefully, and my brother can appear before the court of our forefathers without any regrets…”
Another foe seeking revenge? Had fate decided to mock the General…?
Hadjar didn't have time to think about it. All his instincts warned him of danger coming from behind, but his eyes and neuronet saw the killer in front of him. And in that moment of mortal peril, the General decided to trust his instincts.
He turned and swung his blade. He was so fast that he resembled a shadow, and his movements looked like black fog carried by the wind, but still, the enemy had the advantage for a brief moment. An advantage that Hadjar wasn’t able to sufficiently overcome.
Steel slashed across his chest, and the General immediately pushed off the ground. He jumped a few yards and found himself under the same lantern the assassin had been sitting on until recently. The man’s silhouette, similar to a light haze, disappeared, and the figure hidden by shadows, holding a dagger and sword, was now where he’d been moments ago.
“Interesting Technique,” Hadjar admitted.
Scarlet streaks flowed down his chest, drops of blood falling on the white snow at his feet like small rubies. They were painting it crimson, and his foe came out of the shadows. He hadn’t been sitting on the lantern this whole time, he’d been behind the General. Preparing his killing strike.
“You’re too fast for a practitioner at the Formation Stage.” The man swung his dagger to shake the blood off it. “Stop hiding your level of cultivation.”
“I’m not hiding anything.” A predatory grin appeared on the General’s face.
After a year of training under the Immortal’s shadow, he’d never crossed blades with anyone in a deadly battle. Hadjar was glad for the opportunity to test how much stronger he’d become. He was definitely going to make the most of it.
“Strong wind!”




Chapter 141

Hadjar’s blade created a storm surge ten feet high and fifteen feet wide. After forming into a snowstorm, it flew toward his enemy. The blades hidden inside it left long, deep gouges in the ground, and the air seemed to tremble under the onslaught of his attack.
But there was no collision, no scream of pain, and no flash of a protective Technique. A black shadow flashed, and the blade of a very long sword appeared before him. Hadjar reacted quickly and blocked the attack.
The storm surge hit a large stone, leaving a complex pattern of cuts across its surface. The assassin stood close to the General. He pressed down on his blade with all his weight, and Hadjar held Moon Beam out before him, feeling like a giant tiger was trying to step on him with its mighty paw.
After all, his enemy was a whole level of cultivation ahead of him.
While Hadjar was trying to hold back the enemy’s blade and prevent it from slicing into the artery in his neck, a dagger flew through the sky. It was heading straight toward the General’s stomach.
Hadjar pushed the killer away from him, growling like an animal. For the second time that night, the dagger wounded him, leaving a long, shallow, red cut behind. It was enough to wake the dragon that slumbered inside the General.
The heat of battle excited Hadjar. He was moving around his would-be assassin at full speed. To his foe, Hadjar's movements appeared quick, almost too blurry to make out, but he could still discern where his rapidly moving arms and legs were. If he’d been a mere mortal or a weak practitioner, he would’ve only seen a crow-shaped shadow circling around a black silhouette.
Hadjar sheathed his sword and immediately pulled it out again; his strike was like a dragon suddenly exploding outward in a fury. His opponent’s eyes widened in surprise and turned into a cloud of black smoke that was already familiar to the General. Even then, he barely managed to avoid the attack. The vengeful killer, leaving behind a trail of blood, crashed into the mountain, leaving a deep hole in it.
The deadly dance continued.
A cloud of black smoke shot forward, launching a wave of lethal, precise daggers, aiming to disable or outright kill the General in one clean hit.
Hadjar was now able to hit a target more than thirty paces away. Unlike with Techniques, his swordsmanship didn’t require him to spend any energy.
With each swing, a sword silhouette appeared in the air. The attacks dug up the ground, leaving deep furrows behind, but they couldn’t touch the assassin. Fighting up close was what Hadjar did best. He was strongest in the thick of the melee.
The assassin clearly felt the same, doing his best to avoid coming too close.
At some point, the raven and the smoke turned back into people. They stood opposite each other, breathing heavily, surrounded by steam and whirlwinds of energy. A moment later, metal rang once again, and the ground exploded where they were standing.
Hadjar flicked his wrist suddenly, slashing his blade out in a wide arc. He’d aimed the attack at his foe’s neck, but such a strike could’ve only sent an inexperienced enemy to the afterlife—one who had grown strong thanks to herbs and special potions, not through battle and bloodshed.
The assassin lightly deflected his enemy’s blade with his dagger and began to attack. The tip of the needle hit Hadjar in the shoulder. It pierced his skin, but didn't damage the bones or the flesh beneath.
Having mostly avoided the strike, Hadjar didn’t pay much attention to how the blade that had touched his shoulder had continued on behind him in a long and thin pillar of steely light. The General was capable of doing that, too. That just meant that the enemy was also ‘One with the World.’
Turning on his heel, Hadjar kneed the warrior in the side. His opponent had no time to avoid the strike, and was lifted off the ground. He flew at least twelve feet and crashed into the rock again, slamming his back into it. He wasn’t given any time to compose himself, and the next moment, he was trying to save himself, rolling away from another dragon silhouette. The killer plunged into the rock once more, leaving another hole behind.
“Not bad,” he said as spat blood.
He bent his knees, crossed his sword and dagger, shouted, “Blooming Sun!”, and moved his weapons sideways.
[Threat is detected. Energy capacity: 2,3 points]
Hadjar, sensing the danger, immediately got some distance between them. Whirling in the air, lotus buds in the colors of the dawn were flying in his direction. They cut through the air, leaving behind a trail of scarlet clouds.
Moon Beam, slashing through the air with incredible speed, glittered in the dim light. Hadjar broke lotus after lotus with each strike. There were so many flowers that they merged into a single deadly, yet beautiful canvas.
They managed to reach his legs and arms, leaving deep cuts all over his body. The lotuses that he hadn’t been able to hit turned what had been a quiet mountain area into a plowed field. Finally, after getting some breathing room, Hadjar was able to assume his defensive stance.
He was now in the center of a cocoon of wind, and the buds, as if led by an invisible hand, swirled around him and disappeared somewhere into the sky.
The warriors stood across from each other. This time, Hadjar looked much worse than his opponent. Blood was flowing freely down his arms and legs, and his breathing was heavy and shallow.
Hadjar was talented, but his talents couldn’t stand up to dozens of years of training and the same number of techniques. Hadjar had trained by himself, and that gave him an advantage during battles. But his skills were incomparable to those given by teachers who had drilled knowledge into his opponent's head and sharped his body.
The killer took another stance. He put the hilt of his sword to his chest and lowered the blade to the tip of his dagger.
“Snake Tongue,” he said and straightened his arm.
This technique was very similar to the ‘Spring Wind’ stance—it was fast and pierced defenses. A white ribbon of incredible speed and brightness drove into the cocoon of wind. It punched through it as easily as an arrow going through a thin sheet of paper.
Only thanks to his own speed and strength did Hadjar manage to use the Moon Beam to defend himself. The force of the assassin's strike was so great that Hadjar wasn't just lifted off the ground, he was launched thirty feet through the air and thrown toward the edge of the cliff.
Even as Hadjar was flying through the air, he didn’t take his eyes off the killer who had leapt at him like a hungry predator. They both fell from the cliff  and landed on the roofs of the houses below. But they didn't care.
The white ribbon had melted; the daggers being thrown by the enemy became moon feathers and flew in Hadjar’s direction.
After deflecting two of them, Hadjar growled when the third dagger sank into his left shoulder.
The pain made him stagger for a second, but he still jumped off the roof to the ground below.
Pulling the dagger out of his body, he immediately threw it back. His throw was much less skillful than the assassin’s had been, but it would’ve still been enough to break through the wall of a house.
The sectarian casually blocked the throw with a thankful smile. He caught the dagger in the air with just two fingers and put it back in the bag at his hip.
He landed in front of Hadjar gracefully and silently.
“Have you decided to hide behind ordinary villagers?” the sectarian asked, looking around. “Apparently, what I’ve heard is true and you have no honor.”
Hadjar didn’t say anything. He merely bent his knees and, gathering his energy, moved his hand over the hilt of his sheathed sword. The killer tensed and held his weapon out in front of him. He didn’t have time to use his own Technique, but he was ready to deal with the dragon silhouette.
However, Hadjar wasn’t planning to use the ‘Spring Wind’, and a dragon didn’t come out of his blade.
The General directed all his strength into his legs, roaring like an animal. The ground beneath his feet turned into a fountain of mud, snow, and rocks. This time, the enemy was only able to perceive the shadow of a crow hovering over the land.
Then he heard a whistle, a clap, and saw a flashing, steely glow.
“Damn it,” the killer swore as he fell to his right knee.
He held his side—dark blood was flowing from it. Hadjar, unable to handle his own speed, stumbled and rolled across the snowy ground. When he finally got the inertia under control and was able to get to his feet, the assassin was gone.
The only remnants of the battle were a puddle of blood in the snow and a few scarlet prints on the nearest walls.
“Damn,” Hadjar mumbled.
He shambled over to a wall and leaned back against it, trying to catch his breath.
This was the first enemy he’d faced that he hadn’t been able to kill, and the first who’d still been breathing after the battle. Realizing his weakness, Hadjar felt a bestial rage and an overwhelming desire to become stronger. This could not happen again.




Chapter 142

Hadjar was eventually able to hobble back to the guest house, where he expected to find anything from an empty, cold room to an angry witch. The General had heard something about women not liking waking up alone after they’d fallen asleep with a man.
But, contrary to all his expectations, Nehen, dressed in a simple outfit, was sitting in front of a copper disc that served as a mirror for the natives and quietly combing her hair. The disc was marred by black streaks and could hardly reflect anything, but he supposed it was better than nothing…
A variety of jars full of potions, powders, and ointments stood on the bedside table next to the witch. A huge gray wolf, his head resting on some empty bags, lay beside them. Apparently, he’d brought her these drugs.
“How could you-”
“Know?” Without turning around, the witch finished his sentence for him. “You are a General, a warrior, and a man. As children, future men hit each other with fists, and when they grow up, they move on to swords. Any woman, if she wants to save a man's life, has to be able to put up with it.”
Hadjar rolled his eyes inwardly. He would’ve preferred not to listen to these philosophical ramblings. A wounded sect assassin was wandering through the village right at that moment. Hadjar had no doubt that the man would come for his life a second time. Maybe it would happen in a week, even a month, but he was certain that he would return.
“Besides,” Nehen said, turning to face him, “I felt the echo of your battle.”
“You could’ve led with that.”
Hadjar sat down on the bed and took off his clothes, baring his wounded torso.
“I'm a witch, Hadjar. I have to appear wise and mysterious at all times.”
Picking up one of the jars, she scooped out a yellow, fragrant mixture with her fingers. When the substance touched Hadjar’s wounds, he nearly howled from the pain. It seemed to him like a salamander had licked his skin or salt and lemon juice had been sprinkled on the wound.
“Stop being a baby.” The witch pinched his shoulder. “It’ll remove the poison from your blood... if there’s any poison to remove.”
“His blades weren’t poisoned,” Hadjar replied confidently.
Nehen looked straight into the General’s eyes as she applied salve to the wounds. She didn’t see an angry dragon in them, but instead, a slumbering one. She didn’t dare let her guard down. The beast could wake up at any minute and then…
She didn’t want to think about it.
“Did you fight an assassin from the sect?”
Hadjar nodded.
“Then, with the gods as my witnesses, the blades were poisoned.” She scooped up another green mixture.
Hadjar didn't know why he was so sure of what he’d said, but he was.
“He wasn’t sent by the sect,” he explained.
Nehen raised her eyebrows skeptically, and then she stroked the wolf as it licked the remains of the mixture from her fingers. With her other hand, she held up something resembling bandages, but they were made of a porous, white fabric. According to the neuronet, they were made from spider webs. Magic…
“I killed his brother during the siege on the sixth pavilion,” Hadjar continued.
“Is that what he told you?”
“Yeah.”
She tightened the bandage and sat down on the floor. With deft movements, she cut away his pant leg—which had stuck to the hairs on his leg because of the mix of blood and sweat. It was unpleasant, but Hadjar remained silent. He didn’t like to complain, and he certainly wasn’t going to do it in front of the woman he’d just spent the night with.
“He could’ve been lying,” the witch said. She didn’t smear anything on the cuts on his feet. Instead, she poured potions and sprinkled powders on them.
“Assassins often lie,” she continued. “It’s a part of their path. If you fight with a sword, they try to deceive you. Such is their way.”
Nehen knew too much about a warrior’s honor for a witch; after all, she wasn’t a practitioner. Hadjar didn’t dwell on it. And yet…
“He could have,” the General agreed. “But why? He’d been planning to kill me by stabbing me in the back, hoping to end it all in one strike... No, I’m sure of it. I definitely killed that man’s brother.”
Once she’d healed his legs, she rinsed her hands in the barrel that stood in the corner and sat down. She stroked the wolf with her toes, and it purred like a big cat. It was odd. But Hadjar had already witnessed many stranger scenes in this world.
“Are you going back to the camp today?” she asked.
Hadjar simply nodded.
They sat in silence. The General didn't want her to come with him, and she hoped that he wouldn't ask. Their paths had converged for a few days, but they were destined to go in different directions. Everyone had their own goals in life, and their own destinies to fulfill.
If that hadn’t been the case, they wouldn’t have been so attracted to each other. Neither of them was interested in shallow people who wandered the roads of life like ghosts.
Hadjar stood up, looked at Nehen’s beautiful face for the last time, and walked to the exit. He didn't kiss the witch as they parted because he was afraid that he wouldn’t be able to leave. She didn't expect the kiss because she was afraid that if the General stayed, she wouldn't be able to bear his presence.
Hadjar looked to the east outside. Gold and scarlet colored the sky, and the rosy morning sun was slowly replacing the moon, the lady of the night. The moon was going west, where the sky met it with open arms.
Hadjar cleared his mind of all the memories of the previous night and left only the memory of the last battle behind.
Once again, he climbed the stairs cut into the rock. With each step, he got closer to the statue of the God of War. Derger looked at him without judgment, regret, or pity. Instead, a belligerent and rebellious look, forever captured in stone, stared down at him.
Who had carved this fearsome visage? How many thousands of years had passed since those distant times when the chisel of the unknown sculptor had first touched this rock?
Hadjar came closer until he reached the statue. Touching the rocky surface with the palm of his hand, he heard the drums of the nomads again, like they were right there with him. He was once more standing among the ranks of the soldiers behind the shield wall as the cavalry broke through.
Cannons fired somewhere in the distance, and cannonballs whistled overhead. Monsters growled, and the battle cry of the Spirit Knight could be clearly heard.
Hadjar realized that the fight had left its mark on him. He’d left something important behind on the battlefield. Something that had been holding him back all this time.
Closing his eyes and touching the face of the God of War, he listened to his heart, trying to understand what he had lost at the Blue Wind Ridge. What had his enemies’ blades taken from him? What heavy burden still lay on his shoulders, slowing his cultivation?
Hadjar explored deeper and deeper into his very soul.
He’d never reached so far down with meditation before.
Hadjar found an emptiness deep inside himself. The wind had filled it before. It had been a wind that had beckoned him to a distant and beautiful future, to new adventures, mysteries, and discoveries, and to the heights of cultivation, where even the most profound secrets of existence would’ve been revealed and where the answers to all his questions would’ve been waiting for him.
The face of the god seemed to flinch, and Hadjar felt the east wind playing with his hair again.
He must’ve imagined it. The rock could not move, and the east wind didn’t blow during these winter months.
The void was gradually filled, and his freedom slowly returned.
He had found it in the dragon’s cave and lost it in the battle against the nomads. And to understand this, he’d had to spend a whole year with the Shadow of the deceased cultivator. Maybe that's what his mentor had been trying to tell him. He had been teaching him not the way of the sword, but rather, trying to restore the young warrior.
He had tried to give Hadjar some semblance of peace, but the General had needed to survive a deadly battle to understand this.
Removing his hand from the rock, Hadjar turned back to Derger’s face and sat in the lotus position before it. He steadied his breathing, floating on the surface of the boundless river of energy that flowed through everything. He felt new horizons revealing themselves to him…
A few hours later, his neuronet clicked once and issued a new message:
 
	Name

	Hadjar


	Level of Cultivation

	Transformation (Mortal Shell stage)


	Strength

	2.9


	Dexterity

	3.1


	Physique

	2.6


	Energy Points

	8




The General opened his eyes and two blades were reflected in them for a moment. Let the gods bear witness, the great Derger had blessed this mortal.
Hadjar put his hand on the hilt of his sword and only thought about drawing it. At the same time, prompted only by his intention to draw the blade, a cut appeared in the earth, two steps away from him. It seemed like the cut had been left by a strong attack.
It was a thousand times weaker than what the Spirit Knight had been capable of, but Hadjar felt that he could become stronger and achieve better results like this, if he just practiced enough.
At long last, he’d applied the knowledge he’d gained during the year spent in the tomb. He was finally able to understand some of the wisdom that the long-dead cultivator had been trying to impart on him.
The General rose, nodded to the god’s statue, and headed back to the village.
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Hadjar stopped at the village’s central square. It was paved with wooden planks, rather than stones, and had a tribune in the center. It was here that the villagers learned the news or punished someone publicly. The officers of the Moon Army had agreed to meet him here.
Helion was happily sitting on the tribune, his legs dangling off the side of it. Despite all his shortcomings, the cavalryman had truly amazing punctuality. He preferred to arrive half an hour (or more) early, and was never late. His appearance, which according to the statute, should have always been perfect, sometimes suffered due to this habit, but he always did his best to be presentable, even if he didn’t always succeed.
Noticing the General, the officer, as usual, began to clean up. Cursing, he fastened his belt and tucked his shirt in since it had been hanging loose from his pants.
“My General.” Helion leaped from the tribune and thumped himself on the chest. “Do you…”
Trailing off, the officer looked more closely at his General. Something had changed about him. Something elusive and mystical, but he was still different from the man who’d left with the beautiful witch.
“Have you advanced to a new stage?”
“Yes, I have.” Hadjar nodded.
Helion’s eyes widened slightly. How old was his General again? Twenty-two, maybe twenty-five, at the most. And, until recently, he’d only been at the level of the Bodily Rivers, and now he was at the Transformation level, at the Mortal Shell stage. Talent like that defied the very laws of heaven.
Most practitioners took decades to reach this stage. The General had managed it in just a few years.
If the Empire had been aware of his potential, perhaps some small border school or sect would’ve invited him as an outer disciple or unofficial disciple within the Empire.
“I see you had a good night, Officer.”
Hadjar leaned against the podium. He took out his pipe and filled it with fragrant tobacco. Exhaling a cloud of smoke, he carefully buried the image of the dark-haired islander in the depths of his mind.
“Maybe it wasn’t as good as yours, my General.”
It was impossible to determine what he was hinting at—spending time with Nehen, or at his progress in the path of cultivation.
For a while, they calmly discussed the various differences between the women of the villages and the women of the cities. As a result, they agreed to disagree. Helion believed that a mortal woman in one’s bed was better than a practitioner. Hadjar thought otherwise.
They stopped their discussion when Lian appeared. She was calmer and even seemed a bit lighter than usual. After greeting Helion and the General, she said: “The level of cultivation doesn't matter in bed,” and then looked frankly at Helion’s groin. “And neither does one’s... intellect.”
“Woman, we can make do without your comments. Am I right, General?”
Hadjar felt that answering this question at all would not fit his rank. This didn’t mean that he was overly self-conscious, but the chain of command had to be observed within the army. After shooting the bickering officers a stern look, Hadjar went to the stables.
After such an eventful holiday, the villagers were still sleeping in their houses, and there was nobody on the streets. There was no groom, or even a servant, in the stables.
He had to untie the horses himself, and then he loaded them with saddles, bales, clothes, and a small number of provisions. The path to the pavilion was short, but anything could happen on the road. Hadjar made it a point to always go on almost any journey with a good supply of food and water.
Even when he’d used to go from the camp to Spring Town, he would take a flask of water and a couple of pieces of jerky with him.
They left quietly, locking the stable doors behind them. The horses, still sleepy, lazily swayed and rolled from one side to another. Hadjar wondered if they’d taken part in the festival as well.
Riding through the streets, Hadjar looked at the roofs rather than at the houses. He didn’t take his hand off the hilt of his sword, either, watching and waiting for the first sign of trouble. He didn’t know when the killer would strike next. The General was now confident he would triumph over his enemy, but the sectarian could try to use one of his tricks: a poisoned dart, a couple of mines laid down somewhere on the road, or something equally troublesome.
Apparently, the wound inflicted by Moon Beam had been severe. Hadjar didn’t feel any danger as they went through the village. The roofs were as deserted as the streets themselves. Wherever the killer was hiding, Hadjar felt that he wasn't going to show up anytime soon.
Hadjar wasn’t overly pleased with that. He wasn't planning to look over his shoulder for the sectarian every day, or sit behind Serra’s barrier like a dog in a kennel.
When they left the village, the General experienced a new feeling—the desire to turn around. He tried to convince himself that it was because of the sectarian. However, he couldn’t fool himself, and he once again tried to stop thinking about the black-haired beauty.
Helion didn’t notice Hadjar’s alertness, but Lian did. Once they were through the forest (where Hadjar had also been very cautious) and reached the mountain road, Lian decided to ask: “What happened last night, General?”
Helion, who was riding beside him, leaned forward and listened to the conversation, not because he was merely curious, but because he was just as concerned for his General, a man he respected immensely, as Lian was.
“Do you want a detailed retelling, Officer?”
Lian wasn’t fazed by such a response.
“I've seen a lot of men in my time, General, and I can spot the difference between them spending the night with a woman and fighting a battle.”
“Have you been in a fight?” His cavalry officer instinctively grabbed the hilt of his sword. “Did the villagers attack you, my General?"
“Nonsense, Helion,” Lian hissed. “If the villagers had attacked the General, you would’ve woken up in the ruins of the village, not in a warm, soft bed.”
“It was a hayloft,” the officer replied hesitantly.
He was about to say something to the commander of the archers, but Hadjar's commanding voice interrupted their arguing before he could.
“Calm down, you two,” he said and turned his mare away from the edge of the path.              
The road had been hit by a blizzard, and they had to walk closer to the mountains just to keep their horses from slipping on the thick snow.
“It was a sectarian assassin,” Hadjar explained a while later.
“The Chief looked duplicitous, anyway,” Helion growled. “Allow me to resolve this issue, my General.”
“There is no issue, Helion. He came to the village of his own volition.”
“But how did he know that we…”
Lian didn't finish her sentence. Instead, she thought about it for a moment.
“The Baliumians...” she guessed.
“There are sect spies among them.” Hadjar nodded. “And they certainly they have their own methods of communication.”
“How can you discuss this so calmly?”
“There are spies everywhere.” Hadjar shrugged. “In the city hall, among the ranks of the Generals, even in the Royal Palace. It's inevitable.”
Lian and Helion looked at each other. They agreed that what the General had said was correct, but... any official that overheard him would immediately declare his words to be treason or an insult against the entitled nobles. He would get the death penalty for the former, and a lifetime in the mines for the latter.
Both officers straightened their backs and visibly tensed up. If Hadjar allowed himself to speak so calmly and openly in their presence, then he trusted them so much that he wasn’t afraid of what would happen.
They reached the camp in silence.
When Serra met them and opened the barrier for them, Hadjar entered last. According to the statute, he was supposed to enter first, but he couldn’t bring himself to spur his horse on and make it take that last step.
He wanted to turn around…
Hadjar wasn’t a dragon or an unfeeling machine of war.
He was a simple man.
He turned around.
And there, in the distance, almost lost in the snow, it seemed to him like he saw a girl surrounded by wolves. She was looking in his direction.
That was enough for him. He gently urged his horse forward and entered through the arch. The glittering golden canopy closed behind him. He felt better.
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 “Only you, Hadj, can go to the ass end of the world and come back covered in gold, rather than shit.”
They were sitting in the General’s tent. The War Council was supposed to start soon, but it would take some time for all the officers to get back from their posts and for Lian and Helion to get some rest after their journey.
Nero, who had become a little severe after his recent brush with death, and Hadjar had decided to have a friendly chat.
They wished they had more opportunities to sit and talk lately, but each of them was responsible for so many people whose lives depended on their decisions and actions.
“Things sure have changed, haven’t they?” Hadjar smiled, stroking the purring Azrea.
She sniffed at her two-legged master, hissed with displeasure, and clawed at him a couple of times. Hadjar was stunned and didn’t even have time to shout at the kitten before she immediately began to lick the cuts she had inflicted. Apparently, she’d wanted to get rid of the unpleasant wolf smell.
“I’ll have to try and catch up to you now, and you know how I hate to work.”
“You have a good reason, at least.”
Nero snorted and lit his pipe. They smoked their pipes together, as usual. They avoided doing so in the presence of other officers because everyone immediately began to talk about clean lungs and a healthy body, making them both regret it every time.
All complaints and reproaches were addressed to Nero, but Hadjar couldn’t continue smoking if his friend had to put out his own tobacco. While it would be within his rights to keep smoking, rumors that the General was beginning to behave like an ordinary official would spread throughout the camp
“You could’ve taken Azrea with you.” Nero picked up a piece of dried meat with his knife and threw it to the kitten. She caught it in the air.
“She wouldn’t have wanted to go,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders.
“But you didn’t ask her.”
“I knew that she wouldn’t agree, Nero. She has her own way of doing things, and it’s got nothing to do with mine.”
His friend ruffled his already tousled hair.
“I’m amazed at how little you know about women, buddy.” Nero sighed.  “But this is idle talk. You need to tell me what you're going to do with this.”
He pointed at the little chest that stood beside the General's bed with his knife. Hadjar had forgotten all about the legacy left behind by Azrea’s mother after all his recent adventures. The core of the ancient being was still in there. Serra had created several seals to protect it. If not for those seals, all the strong practitioners within a twenty-mile radius would’ve felt its presence.
The money they’d earn for selling such an ingredient would be enough to buy a palace and a small garrison in the Empire, and any Heaven Soldier or Spirit Knight would’ve given their right hand for the opportunity to obtain such a core. The alchemical pills that could be made from it would not only be sufficient to get them to a new level, but would also increase their overall reserves of energy.
Hadjar understood that, at some point, the most important thing for a cultivator was not his body, but his energy. What was the point of endlessly reinforcing one’s flesh if a Spirit Knight could cut a mountain in half with one swing thanks to their energy?
“We could make a huge explosive with it?”
Nero choked on the smoke he’d inhaled and almost fell off his chair. He cleared his throat and looked at his friend like he was crazy. Admittedly, he had known for a long time that fate had made him friends with a psycho. He repeatedly cursed the fact, but, to be honest, he was mostly thankful for it.
“I know the answer to this question, but still… may the demons love you. Are you out of your mind? If you don't want it, why don’t you just give it to me?”
“Don’t get your hopes up, friend.” Hadjar smiled slyly. “You have a chest full of Alpha cores right there.”
“That’s just a small chest!” Nero countered. “There are only five cores in there. You're a wanderer, Hadjar, and I'll be the one to settle down someday. I’ll have to leave a legacy for my children and a dowry for my daughters. I'm as poor as a beggar on the street.”
“Do you really want to settle down?” Hadjar laughed. “When will that be? In three centuries?”
“If I could manage it, it would be in five centuries.” Nero nodded. “In any case, I need that core more than you do!”
“You want to deprive my favorite pet,” Hadjar embraced Azrea so hard that she squeaked and started to scratch him again, “of the last memory of her mother? Oh gods, you have truly created a most callous and soulless man.”
“I’m the callous and soulless one? You’re the one who’s going to take away my daughters’ dowries. They’ll all die as old maids now!”
When the other officers entered the tent, Nero and General Hadjar were still laughing loudly. It looked both unusual and wrong, and yet somehow very... comforting. The fact that the two most powerful warriors in the army were laughing at a time of crisis like this inspired confidence in everyone and gave them courage.
When they laughed despite the approaching horde of monsters, despite the endless blizzard, and despite the war against ‘The Black Gates’ sect, people understood that they still had the strength to fight on.
If the General and the commander could laugh in the face of death, why couldn't they at least try to do the same?
“My General.” Simon spoke as all the officers took their seats and another War Council began.
Hadjar had gotten used to War Councils more than training and meditation recently. He began to feel uncomfortable if he spent at least one whole day without such a meeting. He began to fear that the army had been disbanded and he was just engaged in unnecessary affairs. His feelings were understandable when one took into account the fact that he led several million people.
Simon, looking even more well-groomed than before, cleared his throat and continued, “We have expanded the cave and began to forge the armor. But ‘His Greatness’, Tuur, came to us and requested that we forge something according to his drawings. I hasten to note that we already lack metal as it is…
“What are you talking about, hamster!” Hadjar saw the chief engineer flipping out for the first time. “I noticed a great number of metal bars in your storage!”
“We need those for armor!”

“Will you throw armor at the beasts, Simon?” Tuur asked. “We need barriers, stakes, and high walls to protect ourselves.”
“And when we survive the attack, how much of this metal will be destroyed and unsuitable for forging? How long will it take to reforge it all? By the time we do so, the first pavilion will have beaten us a dozen times over!’
“If you don't give them to me, you won’t have to worry about the sectarian blades. The fangs of the beasts will kill you long before that ever happens"
“You know a lot about fangs, Tuur!”
Hadjar rapped his knuckles against his chair and the tent became quiet. Simon and Tuur, apologizing and bowing to him, took their seats again. Hadjar stood up and everybody looked at him.
The officers and commanders knew that when Hadjar rose from his seat it was time for another round of madness, which, in some unthinkable way, normally turned into a triumphant victory at the end.
“I agree with both of you, Officers.” The General took the pointer and bent down over the map.
“We won’t survive a monster invasion without a suitable barrier, and we won't survive a war with the sect without sufficient armor. Therefore, I have come up with a plan. One that can solve both of these problems.
Some of those present held their breath.
“When I was in the mountains, right around here,” Hadjar pointed at one of the areas on the Black Stone Ridge, “I saw several large packs of White Apes.”
“White Apes?” Nero asked. “Are they the ones that are fifteen feet tall, with claws, fangs, clubs, and icy breath?”
“Yes, they are indeed.” The General nodded, and the other officers remained silent.
“The inhabitants of the plains consider the White Apes to be nothing more than made up horrors from children’s stories. But the natives are sure that they are, in fact, a winter nightmare. One which they would do well to avoid. Their cores contain, besides their frosty breath, a huge amount of icy energy. Therefore, we’ll build an ice fortress using those, rather than fortifications made of metal.”
Simon made some calculations as Tuur mulled the General’s words over.
“We’ll need about-” the purchasing officer began.
“Three hundred of them,” the engineer finished.
“Three hundred?” The other officers sighed.
Even the weakest White Apes were still at the stage of Awakening of Power. The adults usually reached the Alpha stage. The leader of a pack was normally at a higher stage than even the Alpha one.
It was an absolutely crazy idea, but judging by the look in the General’s blue eyes, he didn't seem to care at all. It appeared like his talent wasn’t with a sword, but, in fact, it was the ability to make the impossible seem possible.
“When are you going to begin, my General?” the spymaster asked, rising from his seat. He would also be responsible for the hunt.
“We don’t have much time. The beasts will be here in around a month and a half. That means we should’ve started building our fortifications over a month ago. Therefore, we start work tomorrow.”
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Of course, they couldn’t go hunting the next day, nor the second, or the third. The weather got worse, producing a snowstorm that was so strong that it seemed as if the whole world around the sixth pavilion had turned into a cocoon made entirely out of snow.
It seemed to Hadjar that the huge hieroglyphs circling over the plateau cracked and sparkled whenever they collided with another strong gust of the north wind. The Baliumians claimed that anyone who spent time outside in this weather would instantly freeze to death and become food for the animals.
Lergon, sitting by the fire in the evenings, told old legends about the mountain people to all who would listen. He told the story of how Derger and the King of Demons had fought in a similar blizzard. The Lord of Nightmares—Helmer—had created the storm they’d fought in.
Nero and Hadjar always looked at each other when that came up.
Most people regarded these stories as ordinary fairytales, but Nero and Hadjar knew the truth about the Lord of Nightmares... In any case, Lergon was a great storyteller, and many of the listeners couldn't sleep after hearing his stories.
Sometimes, these stories about gods and demons made Hadjar think for a long time afterward. If there had been Immortals in the world who’d turned out to be ‘just’ very strong cultivators, then the demons had probably also been cultivators like them who’d chosen the energy of chaos and destruction as their path instead. What if the very gods existed, too? They were probably the oldest cultivators or spirits—not born from flesh, but from the river of energy itself.
Legends were different. Serra often told stories when it was her turn to entertain the audience in the evenings. However, her stories were more like songs as old as the desert itself.
Usually, the song was about spirits and genies that came out of the sand and wandered among the people for thousands of years. They didn’t come from parents, but from the world itself, and they possessed unique abilities; their children became great heroes.
Hadjar stood at a distance from the camp and watched the soldiers training on the parade ground. A rumor had spread through the army that the General had gathered a group he would be personally leading into the mountains.
Of the two million people that made up the Moon Army, almost all of them wished to accompany Hadjar on his mission. However, most of the soldiers ended up not being selected.
Practitioners had to be at the Formation Stage at least to participate in this great hunt for the White Apes. It would be better still if they were at the Transformation Stage. Alas, no more than a few dozen people at the Transformation Stage were in the army—including all the senior officers and their assistants. Hadjar couldn’t afford to leave his army without leaders, so he’d chosen only a few soldiers at the lower ranks.
The main part of the group he’d selected was at the Formation level, at the Stage of Fragments or Core. And, despite the fact that the army was a single and coherent mechanism, there was always an elite unit which had gotten used to acting independently and spontaneously. This had led to a very unexpected problem for Hadjar, one he was hoping to solve with this unusual approach.
Ordinary soldiers were able to participate in military exercises, form a shield wall in seconds, form ranks instantly upon being commanded, but... the strong practitioners weren’t able to do so. Each officer used them as their secret weapon instead, allowing them to act at their own discretion.
As a result, five hundred people were now gathered on the parade ground. Five hundred people that didn’t know what it meant to work together. They were all very impressive individually, but as a unit, they were a bunch of rabble that interfered with each other rather than fighting together.
It was a good thing that this had all come to Hadjar’s attention before he’d led them to attack the fifth or fourth pavilion.
For the second day in a row, all five hundred of these people were on the parade ground, training under Helion’s command. No one knew what real teamwork meant better than a cavalryman. His soldiers not only had to cooperate with each other but also their horses as well.
“Are you sure they can handle it?” Nero asked.
He had replaced his favorite heavy armor with a set of thick furs and skins, and he now wore high boots to avoid drowning in the snow.
Of course, Hadjar and Nero weren't prominent experts when it came to hunting. Not like the old man, Robin, from the village in the Valley of Streams had been. However, they knew more about it than others in the army. When Helion finished his drill, they would have to teach people the language of hand gestures.
It was important enough in the forest, but in the mountains, where the echo of a simple whisper could carry for many miles, it was a necessity.
“I don’t know,” Hadjar admitted honestly.
At that moment, while the soldiers were practicing their hunting skills, one of the swordsmen accidentally hit a friend standing nearby with his weapon and almost cut off his hand. Then came the screams, curses, healers running toward the man like headless chickens, and the clink of the pottery in their heavy bags.
“I don’t know either,” Nero, looking at all that splendor, admitted to his friend.
Serra was in the hospital as usual. She could practice her spells, talk to scientists, and tend to the injured there. She mostly spent time with her lover in the evenings and during the late night hours, and she spent time with her friend, Hadjar, every few days.
She was always invited to the War Council meetings, but she never came to them. The affairs of Balium and Lidus held no real interest for a woman from the Sea of Sand.
“You miss her,” Nero said, not even asking if he was right.
He noticed his friend give a quick, barely perceptible glance in the direction of the village at the foot of the mountain range. The witch who’d managed to touch the iron heart of the General lived somewhere down there.
“Don't you think it's strange that we’ve both been enchanted by witches?” the blond warrior asked, filling his pipe with tobacco.
“I haven’t been enchanted or however you want to call it,” Hadjar replied.
That was definitely true. Otherwise, he would’ve either stayed with Nehen or taken her with him by force. But neither of those things had happened. However, he sometimes returned to that guest house in his memories, to the place where he’d spent one of the most beautiful nights of his life. Maybe the most beautiful…
Gods only know how long they would’ve argued about it if Simon hadn't come over. Despite his usual well-groomed appearance, he was presently covered in soot, flushed, and sweating profusely.
“Everything is ready, my General,” he said between wheezing breaths as he struggled to get control of his breathing.
“Good.” Hadjar nodded, emptying his pipe and putting it away. “Come on.”
Simon turned and quickly walked toward the caves where the smithies had been built on Hadjar’s orders. The air grew hotter as they approached the forge, and clouds of smoke streamed from the caves like from the nostrils of a sleeping dragon. The air was saturated with black ash, mixing with the small snowflakes that had somehow managed to break through Serra's barrier.
Flat arches had been placed on this roof. The chimneys were bolted to them, but they couldn’t always handle the load they had to bear, and the copper pipes were cracked in many places. These cracks were always repaired immediately, but there were just too many of them sometimes. That was why there was such a prevalence of heat, fumes, and soot.
Simon covered his nose with a pure white handkerchief that left Hadjar wondering where he’d gotten it from. The General walked with his back straight and his chin slightly raised. The soot instantly stuck to his face, but it didn't bother Hadjar. He was never clean anyway.
Mighty men worked inside the caves. Each of them was as impressive as the great Bear Dogar himself had been—may the forefathers be favorable to him.
In the huge forge, amidst the red light and heat, the orange metal they were working on was boiling. Huge hammers pounded against anvils and their ringing slightly slowed Hadjar’s heartbeat. Blacksmiths had always been considered as mysterious and sacred as witches. Their science was complex and unknowable to mere mortals and practitioners.
“My General.” The chief blacksmith of the Moon Army saluted.
With a thick beard tied into braids, broad shoulders, and pudgy fists, he was three heads taller than Hadjar. How can such a giant enter these small caves?
“Show me,” Hadjar ordered the man.
The blacksmith nodded to his apprentices and they rolled out something that had been hidden under a section of burlap. The blacksmith tore the fabric away, and black steel flashed in the firelight. There were six long, heavy barrels attached to a huge relay and gears, all of it the approximate size of an artillery piece.
There was a trough with cannonballs in each barrel, and a steel chair was located in the center. Tuur stood nearby with a huge grin on his face; Hadjar couldn’t believe that the engineer and the blacksmith had been able to invent this multi-barrel cannon in just a couple of weeks.
“How many shots is it good for?”
“The test sample could launch ten from each barrel. Later, however, three of six shots burst and the rotary mechanism broke, General,” Tuur reported.
“Ten shots. Sixty in total,” the blacksmith added.
“How many people do you need to operate this... device?” Hadjar asked.
“Three.”
“That’s five less crew than a single cannon needs,” Hadjar said. “So, with the same number of gunners, they could increase the power of our artillery attack many times over. It should still take several hours for the cannons to break through the barrier above the first pavilion, but even that is better than nothing.”
“How many devices can you build for me over the winter?”
The chief smith thought carefully, looked at his people, scratched his head quite innocently, and then said: “No more than a dozen, my General. Maybe twenty if we skimp on quality.”
“We don't want that.” Hadjar shook his head. “Make less than a dozen if you have to, but make sure that each cannon can fire for as long as possible.”
The blacksmith smiled broadly and saluted. He was used to the old generals, even Moon Leen, who’d always thought about quantity and paid little attention to the actual quality of his work.
General Hadjar, like his former superiors, also demanded the impossible, but at the same time, he at least gave him a chance to successfully complete this ‘impossible’ task. Hadjar, after leaving the forges, breathed a long sigh of relief at the fact that at least one of his many urgent problems had apparently been solved. Now he had one less thing to worry about.




Chapter 146

adjar sat on the floorboards inside his tent. Somewhere far away, a snowstorm was still howling, but it didn’t bother the General. Placing Moon Beam in front of him, he immersed himself in a deep meditative state.
[Host is in deep hibernation. Collection and analysis of meta-data is proceeded]
He mentally swam in the river of energy, and in doing so, he discarded all of his past, present and future. Sometimes he heard distant voices, and he saw vague images, but he didn’t pay any attention to them. They were only mirages designed to confuse a practitioner or an adept and forever imprison them inside the river.
The path of cultivation opposed the Laws of Heaven and Earth. Therefore, it was filled with dangers and mysteries. Hadjar had once again decided to try his hand at one of these mysteries.
He sank deeper and deeper into the bottomless, overwhelming power. He was only able to take a microscopic speck from this river that could wash the whole galaxy away. But even these tiny specks carried him further away from the state of a mortal and toward becoming a true cultivator.
However, at the moment, that wasn’t what Hadjar was focusing on.
There, in the depths, he saw a steely light forming a vague image of a blade. Hadjar swam toward it. The closer he got to that light, the more distinct the resistance became. There was a feeling like he’d become entangled in a razor-sharp web, capable of slicing his mind and even soul to pieces.
At some point, Hadjar realized that if he made even one more ‘step’, he would be shredded into a myriad of tiny specks and lost forever in the river’s flow.
Stopping to hover in the river for a moment, the General looked at the distant light, which was so similar to starlight. This time, he was able to get a little closer than on his last attempt. But even this ‘small’—perhaps an arm’s length—distance was enough for him to nearly suffocate from the power of this energy. From its deadly might that cut and slashed everything in its path.
Somewhere in there, within the river, existed the very essence of the Way of the Sword. Its peak. The true form of any Technique related to swordsmanship under the boundless sky. Hadjar’s very soul craved it.
Anyone able to actually touch this spirit would be able to cut through the very ocean itself, pierce the moon, and bring a star down from the sky with a swing of their sword—according to the stories the Shadow had told him.
Both Hadjar’s body and mind were now in the Lotus position. It wasn’t necessary, but Hadjar found it made things easier for him. Hovering in the depths of the river, he meditated on the secrets that radiated from the spirit of the Sword. He couldn’t absorb the Sword’s true energy, but he could try to touch upon its mysteries. Perhaps it could help him advance on his journey.
Therefore, Hadjar spent hours on this, and was even ready to devote whole days to meditation, if not for his duties as the General. They sometimes seemed so goddamn burdensome to him.…
Somewhere on the surface, a bell tinkled melodiously.
Hadjar didn’t immediately notice it, but when he did, he could no longer ignore it. He ‘popped out’ of the river with difficulty and came to his senses.
He had originally sat down in the Lotus position while the moon had still been above him, but now the sun’s rays could be seen through the canopy of his tent. At the very entrance, above the tent’s ‘threshold’, a bell was actually ringing.
The General had deliberately hung it there so that no one would incur the dragon’s wrath if they were unlucky enough to disturb Hadjar during a moment of insight. Hadjar’s recent outbursts had become… a bit worrisome.
The Shadow of the Immortal had advised Hadjar to dive into meditation more often—not so he could grow stronger, but to calm down. Practitioners and adepts had to keep their minds cool and not allow emotions to influence or cloud their judgment. Otherwise, it became too easy to follow the wrong path toward the energy of chaos and destruction. Its availability and power had tempted more than one generation of Immortals.
“My General!” His bodyguard, runner and adjutant in one, saluted. “Commander Nero reports that the warriors are ready to be dispatched, as per your orders.”
Hadjar sighed and nodded in agreement.
It was time.
“Tell him I’ll be there soon.”
The bodyguard saluted again and ran off toward the center of the camp, to where the parade ground was.
Hadjar returned to his tent. He threw back the lid of his chest and took out a jacket made of leather and fur. He also needed a pair of high boots with a wool lining and his pants that were three fingers thick. At the bottom of the chest lay a heavy, white fur cloak. But even all that clothing couldn’t protect a person from the cold. So Hadjar also put on his favorite well-worn and simple clothes.
He didn’t put on his jacket and cloak inside the tent. If he ended up sweating even a little, the fur and wool would become useless. He would immediately be frozen solid and become one of the thousands of icy corpses that littered the snow-covered Black Mountains.
Leaving the tent, he patted Azrea, who was sleeping on the table—right on top of the map, Hadjar noted. In his mind, he slapped himself hard. He had to get rid of the thought that he had a ‘legitimate’ reason to go down to the village to see Nehen now. The fact he was concerned about how the kitten wasn’t growing couldn’t be used as an excuse to talk to her... and more.
When he reached the parade ground, Hadjar examined the five hundred warriors before him. The brave men and women. There were archers, spearmen, swordsmen, as well as wielders of large axes and maces among them. All of them skilled practitioners, with a variety of Techniques, weapons, and stories. And all of them were united by one goal—survival.
As always, a smiling Nero stood beside the General. When compared to the gloomy and serious Hadjar, he looked somewhat roguish and even comical. This calmed the soldiers. They respected their General immensely, and they were eager to execute any of his orders—even if it meant sacrificing their lives for him—but they loved Commander Nero.
Hadjar looked into Serra’s eyes. She stood near the three tall pillars that led to the mountains. He seemed to be looking for permission to put her beloved in danger yet again.
The witch wasn’t a warrior, and every march was difficult for her free, desert heart to endure. She looked away and nodded slightly. There was nothing she could do about who the men in her life were and where their path, filled with blood and battle, led.
Hadjar slowly raised his fist into the air.
This sign meant Ready in the language of the hunters from the Valley of Streams.
Immediately, five hundred of the best soldiers in the Moon Army saluted in response. Five hundred fists struck against their chests.
Hadjar turned toward the pillars. Serra was already whispering and twisting a strip of yellow paper with red hieroglyphs inscribed on it between her fingers. Finally, the talisman flashed and the barrier began to open.
The General, followed by his warriors, put on and buttoned up his jacket and then put his cloak on as well.
Hadjar straightened his palm and spun it clockwise a couple of times.
Go ahead.




Chapter 147

Hiding behind his cloak to protect himself from the snow, Hadjar watched as his warriors dealt with an Ice Bear. It was similar to the one that the General had single-handedly killed on his way to the tomb.
Nero and Hadjar weren’t taking part in this battle. Five hundred people was way more than just ‘enough’ to bring down one beast at the Alpha Stage. In addition, it was great training for the recently formed hunting squad.
After checking the map on his neural network (which wasn’t really necessary as the landmarks around the lair of the white apes were very bright), Hadjar looked to the north-east.
He was currently wearing ‘glasses’—two wooden strips fastened with leather threads that formed two pyramids on each eye with small slits he would use to peer through. He couldn’t see much through them, but it was better than the snow blindness he’d have to endure if he didn’t wear them.
The soldiers had all trained in these kinds of glasses, and now the fruits of their training could easily be seen. The bear didn’t stand a chance. The first dozen warriors injured his feet, the second threw lassos, and the third dozen then finished it with arrows and spears. They didn’t use any Techniques, just their skills and brute strength.
The warriors had handled the bear rather quickly. After just a couple of minutes, the beast was lying on the crimson snow and no longer moving. One of the designated hunting officers (the squad needed a hierarchy to help Hadjar run it) deftly carved the power core out of the beast’s chest and raised it in the air—it was their first prey.
Immediately, the five hundred warriors raised their fists to the sky in absolute silence. It wasn’t only a signal of readiness for them, but something like a triumphant battle cry as well. No one dared to shout or even speak. Hadjar had promised that he would personally ensure that the one who broke the silence would regret the fact that they hadn’t stayed in the camp.
Everyone believed the General’s word because he had never broken it before. No matter how impossible and insane his promises might’ve seemed to everyone, the General had always kept them.
After waiting for the officer to store the core away in a specially created bag that Serra had enchanted, Hadjar raised his hands in the air and made a few gestures. They were immediately repeated by the officers who showed them to their subordinates. It was a sort of ‘hand radio’.
Go ahead. Carefully. Beasts. Cracks. That was all they could easily explain using just their fingers.
The squad followed the General and the Commander. They walked across the snowy fields like ghosts. They passed over several wide cracks that exuded such a powerful energy that some soldiers had to literally be carried in order to get by them. Awful beasts lived in those unknown depths. It was better not to bother them.
May the Gods be kind, Hadjar hoped that the animal invasion wouldn’t force out the monstrosities that resided among the darkness and rocks. The General thought that they would be no less powerful than Azrea’s mother had been.
Finally, after killing nine more bears, the squad reached the mountain range. The white sky gradually succumbed to the sun’s rays, covering them with a scarlet veil.
Huge gulls circled in the sky above them, each one of them easily capable of effortlessly lifting an adult dog into the air. They flew over the rare vegetation that had survived in such conditions. Mostly withered grass that stubbornly resisted the stones and permafrost.
At the foot of a huge, snowy rock, there was a mountainous area. It was divided into two parts by a frozen waterfall and a frozen stream that normally would’ve disappeared somewhere off to the south. On one side of the stream, there was a cliff that vaguely resembled either a gargoyle or a dragon in shape. Hadjar remembered this landmark from his previous travels.
There was a rock with a flat top on the other side, where the Alpha of the local beasts lay.
It was about twelve feet tall and had a massive lower jaw, a high forehead, and long, black claws. Its white fur was covered in bloody stains, and the monster, whose mind slowly began to awaken as they approached, was holding a club made of ice and... bones. Several skulls taken from small rodents and one sheep hung on its waist, held there by its own fur.
The Alpha’s long arms reached to below its knees. Its feet also had claws, which were shorter than those on its hands, but much wider. Using those claws, it could easily climb even the most inaccessible rocks and glaciers of the region.
Below, under the cliff, a small group of apes was busy with their own affairs. Some of them were mating right in the center of their makeshift camp. The others were grooming each other’s furs, looking for fleas and other ‘delicacies’ that they could pick off.
The weaker ones, the so-called betas and omegas, were manufacturing bludgeons. Apparently, the monsters had hunted recently, which meant that many of them were bruised and no longer had the simple weapons they normally carried.
Hadjar approached his three volunteers and removed his glasses. They did the same. For a while, they just stared at each other. Hadjar tried to find some hesitation or doubt in their eyes, but his warriors were willing to risk their lives.
Nodding, the General made a few gestures and the water skins filled with liquid were brought forward. The warriors slung the bait over their shoulders, saluted, and headed toward the group of monsters.
Hadjar and Nero lay down behind the stones, their blades unsheathed. Behind them, five hundred warriors did the same. The volunteers hobbled toward the apes’ camp, pretending to be weak and exhausted. About two hundred yards from the cliffs, the men cut the water skins.
Human blood poured out onto the snow…
The Alpha ape’s nostrils immediately flared and it sprang to its feet. It stared into the distance, across the snow, until it noticed three creatures, each gushing fragrant, sweet blood. It hadn’t tried such blood before, but the memory of its ancestors recognized its tart smell. They had once hunted for such blood every day, and had drunk much of it in their House.
The ape roared and punched its chest several times. The sound was like a hundred people simultaneously striking huge drums. The echoes thundered through the mountains.
The other apes jumped up. They grabbed their ice weapons and, salivating and snarling, they rushed at the three warriors, who were still pretending to be wounded. The men stood still and looked at the approaching, ferocious beasts who were at such high stages of cultivation.
The closer the apes got, the more clearly they felt their preys’ fear. This feeling intoxicated and stupefied them. Even being well-fed after their recent hunt, they couldn’t resist the temptation of drinking this sweet blood, which the memory of their ancestors lusted after.
They roared and hit their chests. They ran over snow and ice as easily as a man would run over pavement.
Feeling the tension of the warriors behind him, Hadjar raised his hand in the air. It was still too early. The volunteers had known what they were getting into…
When the apes were twenty paces away, one of the warriors threw off his water skin and drew his blade. To the apes, it looked as if the prey had shown its fangs and claws. But the beast was still wounded, and therefore harmless.
The monsters attacked them. The first and most zealous ape immediately received a hammer blow to the jaw and, spraying blood and brains everywhere, flew back. The rest of the species howled and pressed forward regardless.
The soldiers turned and ran for their lives without a word. They rushed toward their army, and Hadjar finally clenched his fist.
Just as silent as before, five hundred warriors charged down the slope. Somewhere on the cliff, the Alpha ape roared, realizing too late that it had been deceived.
Their eyes met—the eyes of a dragon and ones that somewhat reminded Hadjar of human eyes.
Hadjar greeted his new foe with a predatory grin.
Rushing through the ranks of men and beasts engaged in brutal combat, he ran toward the Alpha. The beast within the General was hungry for battle, flesh, and blood. Hadjar saw no reason to deny it.





Chapter 148

Hadjar pushed the nearest ape over. Roaring, it fell, but it managed to lash out at the General’s shoulder as it did so. Its long fangs easily ripped through his fur clothes, leaving long scratches across the General’s skin, but his blood didn’t pour from the gashes as his hand was almost numbed by the terrible cold.
If Hadjar had had time to look, he would’ve noticed that the cuts left behind by the claws ended up covered with a layer of ice almost instantly. The wound was rooted deep in his body. The blue tendrils of cold had penetrated both his skin and blood.
Ignoring the pain, the General charged at his enemy once again.
The Alpha was scattering the soldiers. Each swing of its icy bludgeon sent the hunters flying. Fortunately, they weren’t ordinary people—the blows were softened by protective Techniques or blocked by their weapons each time.
After rolling in the snow, the warriors would immediately jump up and continue to fight the other apes... The Dragon, Traves, would’ve probably noticed the implied mockery of Hadjar’s thoughts there.
Finally, the two leaders met on the battlefield. They stood on the blood-soaked snow. The blue blood of the apes mingled with the red blood of the humans. Hadjar hoped that most of it had come from the water skins and not from his men.
“Scan,” Hadjar ordered.
Instantly, accompanied by a loud click, a table appeared in front of his eyes:
 
	Name

	White Ape


	Level of cultivation

	Alpha (2nd stage)


	Strength

	4


	Dexterity

	1.6


	Physique

	4.5


	Energy points

	6




The beast’s stats were astounding. It was so strong that it could break through the wall of a fort with a single strike. Its skin was so hard that it would be able to withstand a cannon shot. Its energy was easily potent enough to allow it to compete with any of the practitioners in that battle.
Well, no wonder. What else could Hadjar have expected from an Alpha at the second stage? In terms of raw strength, this beast was equal to a Heaven Soldier at the Initial stage. However, it had one weakness—it didn’t know as much about the ways of the Spirit.
The weapon held in its paws was just a simple bludgeon while Hadjar’s blade emitted a slight echo of the Sword Spirit hidden in the river. This aura was enough to make people and animals instinctively shy away from him.
The apes and soldiers formed an arena around the fighters.
“Come on,” Hadjar growled, or maybe it was the dragon lurking behind his eyes. “Attack me if you dare.”
The ape dragged its paws apart and growled loudly. The thunder that burst from its throat made ice spikes fall from the distant rocks above.
It pushed off the ground and soared a few yards through the air before crashing back to the ground like a stone. With both paws, it grasped the handle of its bludgeon, and the icy part of the weapon shone with a blue light.
Hadjar spread his legs shoulder-width apart. He didn’t try to dodge, though he knew one of his biggest advantages was his speed. He didn’t try to use the ‘Calm Wind’ stance, though he knew that one of his other great advantages were the Techniques that he knew.
The fact that he hadn’t managed to kill the assassin had crippled his strong heart. He had to regain his confidence. That’s why he was going to use only his Way of the Sword to defeat his foe in this battle. He was going to use only the skills and knowledge that he’d acquired over the years of training and battles.
Moon Beam lit up slightly, and long cracks appeared in the deep snow around Hadjar’s foot. If a mortal had been anywhere near him, they would’ve had their head cut clean off.
Like a meteorite, the ape crashed down again after its leap. With the force of a mountain descending from the heavens, its bludgeon fell toward the General. It leaned over the ‘little’ man, opened its fanged mouth, and growled. Their collision caused circles to appear in the snow, similar to ripples from a stone thrown into a lake. Ice spikes shot up from the ground, but invisible blades immediately cut them down.
Hadjar’s muscles swelled and his tendons creaked. He felt like he was holding the weight of the whole world up, and the ape never let up. Realizing it wouldn’t be able to pin down its enemy so easily, it swung its hind paw.
Noticing the sneaky trick out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar took a casual half-step to the side. He flicked his wrist, turning his body as he moved.
The claws struck only empty air as the General seemed to float away. As he moved, he turned back to his enemy and traced a circle around himself with his blade. Like a dragon’s tongue, the sword licked against the ape’s paw, leaving behind drops of blue blood. The ape roared with rage rather than pain. Hadjar didn’t stop, however.
He continued to ‘swim’ around the ape, tracing circles with his blade. First, his sword was behind him, then it floated above the ground, brushing the ape’s side before coming back behind the warrior. Hadjar immediately held it in a reverse grip, turned on his heel, and swung again.
His legs never stopped moving, even for a moment. His heels, almost touching, gave the impression that Hadjar had forgotten that he was in a battle, and instead made it seem like he was trying to lose himself in a whirling dance.
A dance that resembled a hungry tiger or dragon circling their prey.
With each new movement of his legs and feet, the General’s sword changed position. He could strike downward, then immediately slash at his foe obliquely before returning the blade to a horizontal position and starting another pattern.
The ape growled and roared, but it couldn’t even touch the edge of Hadjar’s fur jacket. He wasn’t using his dexterity or the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique. Only his sword and the image of the Spirit of the Sword entrenched in the depths of Hadjar’s consciousness were at work here.
Hadjar swung again, but at that moment, the ape thrust its bludgeon into the snow. Hundreds of thousands of sharp ice shards rose from the ground. The animals and people cried out in unison.
The Alpha ape, furious and bloodied, straightened up and pulled its weapon out of the snow. Using this attack, it had defeated the strongest ice bears and won the right to lead this group of apes.
It blinked. It couldn’t believe its eyes. The small bug, whose body was only covered with a few new cuts and a bit of blood, stood at the tip of one of the jagged ice spears. His ‘claw’ glowed behind him, looking like death incarnate as he held it over the back of his head.
If Hadjar had been a little slower, if his instincts hadn’t been honed through countless battles and training, he would’ve died here, today, to that attack. However, he’d been able to avoid death with only a few cuts and two deep wounds on his thigh to show for it.
He stood at the top of one of the ice shards and looked at his opponent.
“It’s my turn now,” he snarled.
Only a few of the warriors were able to make out what really happened next. All they saw was the smooth yet slow movement of the General’s body and hands. But then the blade cut through the air with brutal speed. The silhouette of a dragon with its mouth wide open seemed to be wrapped around his blade. Ghostly and almost invisible to the eye, it weaved between the ice spears like a snake and wrapped around the ape as it screamed with terror and rage.
It bit into the Alpha’s neck and then disappeared in a light haze.
A moment later, the bludgeon fell from the ape’s grip. Its knees went weak and its powerful body collapsed. The severed head of the beast rolled to the side.
The icy spears fluttered under Hadjar’s feet and turned into a myriad of snowflakes which were immediately picked up by the wind as Hadjar gently lowered himself to the ground.
In that battle, the General hadn’t used any of his Techniques, and he hadn’t spent a drop of energy. He was covered in blood, and his right leg felt like it had been dunked in boiling water, but none of that mattered. He’d done what he had set out to do.
Gripping the hilt of his sword, he was once again confident that he couldn’t be stopped by the Heavens or the Earth, neither Gods nor demons. As long as he had his sword, he could fight. And as long as he could fight, he could overcome any obstacle put before him.
In this moment of insight, the Sword Spirit energy in the depths of the endless river became a little more distinct.
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 “And it was just the first battle, too...” Nero sighed.
They stood in front of four funeral pyres. Four warriors had given their lives for the sake of getting 27 cores from Alphas at the first stage and about ten at the level of the Awakening of Power and Mind.
They’d known what they were getting into when they’d volunteered to go on the expedition, but the burden of their deaths was another weight added to Hadjar’s shoulders.
One of them had been in the trio acting as bait before the battle. According to the people who’d witnessed it, he’d fought valiantly and bravely, but at some point, he’d gotten surrounded by three apes. Why had his five hundred comrades allowed that to happen? Their blunder would have to be analyzed later. Right now, the warriors were singing a dirge that Hadjar didn’t want to hear. He had heard it far too often lately.
Leaving the officers to supervise the gathering of the loot and the funeral pyres, Hadjar went over to the lake. After the deaths of the white apes, the ice over it had cracked and the water was once again free. Apparently, it had been the aura of cold the beasts’ cores had been emanating that had frozen it.
Hadjar stood alone on the lake’s shore and looked at the distant white caps of the high mountain peaks. The night was clear. The stars were shining, the wind had finally stopped blowing, and it wasn’t snowing. The lake would probably remain unfrozen the entire night before freezing when the next snowstorm arrived.
“We haven’t sparred for a long time,” Nero came up to him and offered him some tobacco.
Hadjar refused. He wasn’t sure he could smoke at the moment. The wounds that the ape had inflicted still hurt, despite all the ointments and medicines that had been applied to them.
“I saw your Giant’s Hand during the battle. I’m not eager to face it,” he said to his friend.
The General had no idea when Nero had found the time to do his cultivation—as he had many duties that demanded his time— but his favorite attack in the form of a huge palm with blades instead of fingers had recently become much more defined. The forearm was now clearly visible above the palm.
Hadjar had seen what it had done to four white apes—it had left behind a mess of snow, bone, and blood. Of course, the General was sure he could’ve handled those apes as well, but not in one single attack…
It would be foolish to deny that the raw power of a heavy sword always won out against a simple, classic blade. It was clumsy, but one strike was usually enough to crush an enemy.
“You didn’t use any Techniques in the battle,” Nero said. “I saw your movements, Hadjar. I can’t do that.”
“Everyone has their strengths.”
They stood there in silence for a moment before returning to the squad. When they were finished with the cores and the ashes of their dead comrades, the hunters took off and went further up into the mountains. No one had even the slightest desire to stay there, on that battlefield soaked in blood. Who knew what kind of scavengers such a rich feast would attract.
Before leaving, they took some skins to mend their jackets, pants and boots, and some meat to eat. They set up camp only three hours later, under the shelter of a cliff and a glacier.
They planted stakes in the ground, laid down fur blankets on the trampled snow, and set up tents. The Baliumians suggested they dig up some snow pits, where it would be warm and safe, but the troops from Lidus were skeptical of such practices. Hadjar also knew about this practice, but he didn’t trust it.
The Black Mountains were a dangerous place, and the hunters didn’t want to wake up imprisoned in the ice of an avalanche. They kept watch to avoid both the avalanches and encroaching predators. The General wanted to be the first on watch. He needed to be alone with his thoughts for a while and meditate. By the gods, he had to calm his heart and mind.
After eating a little porridge that had been cooked on the melted snow (a truly awful meal) most of the soldiers went to sleep. Some meditated in their tents as Hadjar took the observation post at the north side, the most dangerous side of their encampment. Three more watchers were sent to the remaining sides of the camp.
He spent the quiet night in meditation as he watched for signs of danger.
The next morning brought with it wind, snow, and more hiking. The squad went deeper into the mountains, looking for more traces of white apes. They found another ape settlement at the dawn of the third day. This time, they captured it quickly and without suffering further losses.
After experiencing that first battle, the squad now worked well together, and the General didn’t skimp on his Techniques. With the ‘Strong Wind’, he cut the Alpha ape and his mate to shreds. A storm was launched from Moon Beam and almost cut through the glacier where they stood.
Since that first day, hunting the apes had become a routine. Nobody talked, except for when they made camp in the evenings. The hunters preferred to stay deathly silent and communicate by means of hand signs while searching for prey.
They passed through one ape settlement after another, collecting a bloody harvest as they went. They did so without any pity or regret because that was the law of this world. If their hearts wavered, they would be the ones who didn’t live to see the next dawn.
At the sixth settlement, they lost another soldier. He’d hesitated because he’d been unable to kill a little ape cub. That ‘baby’ had torn his throat out with its fangs. The soldier was set on fire in silence. He was treated with respect, but his stupidity served as a lesson to all the others present.
Soon, the hunt became more difficult. Each time they ran across a settlement, it was empty and seemed like it had been hastily abandoned. Apparently, the news of their advancement had somehow spread through the mountains and reached the apes.
By the beginning of the second week of their campaign, they reached a high ridge that surrounded a wide plateau. As soon as they saw what was happening on the plateau, everything became clear.
“Do you think it can mate with three females simultaneously?” Nero whispered as he peered through the telescope.
A huge white ape sat on a high throne-cliff. It was about 25ft tall and had a huge hammer made of ice instead of a regular bludgeon. It did still have a ‘bludgeon’ of sorts that piqued Nero’s interest so much.
Hadjar looked at the hundreds of apes at the foot of the ‘royal’ cliff.
“We need a plan,” the General said.
Nero didn’t immediately stop watching, and so he nodded slightly belatedly. They went back to the squad and reported the latest news. It would be a lie to say that the soldiers weren’t afraid, but they believed in their General, and he wasn’t planning to let them down.
Just in case something like this happened, he had already prepared a plan. He’d come up with it after the sabotage on the Blue Wind Ridge, after analyzing everything that had taken place in the camp of the nomads.
Nero noticed the cunning gleam in his friend’s eyes, hid his face in his hands, and muttered: “The current madness isn’t enough for him. We need to think up something new. Why have the Gods cursed me so?”




Chapter 150

Setting up the powder charges took two days. The warriors of the Moon Army spent every one of those 48 hours constantly looking over their shoulders, pausing at every rustle, and hiding from even the lightest of breezes.
Each time they hid another powder charge tied to the monster cores from the stocks, they pressed it down into the snow and tried to merge with the surrounding environment as they did so. After all, there, at the foot of those icy mountains, among the high, black cliffs, at least three hundred white apes had gathered.
Hadjar had no idea how the monsters had managed to communicate the news of the local genocide to each other. Their leader—an Alpha at the fourth stage—was worthy of respect as they even had apes on watch duty.
For the General, the sight of it was something absolutely crazy. It amazed him that these animals, even though they were at high stages of cultivation, had watchmen! They didn’t just put omegas in snowdrifts and order them to wait around. No! Along the perimeter of their camp, at equal intervals, real patrols of strong males and females were walking around.
One of the soldiers crawled over to Hadjar’s shelter. He was a young man of around nineteen, inexperienced, and he hadn’t seen any blood or real battle. The boy had been recruited after the battle at the Blue Wind Ridge. During the siege of the Balium Fort and the sixth pavilion, archers like him had escaped the horrors of the melee.
“The charges are set, my General,” the archer reported before crawling away toward the rest of the squad.
Hadjar looked at his soldiers. They were the best of the best, the elite of his army. He couldn’t afford to lose even a dozen of them, but if they didn’t take a chance, he would lose far more.
The news that the charges had been set quickly spread through the ranks of the nearly five hundred practitioners gathered there.
The General gave them all a little time to prepare.
Some of them whispered prayers, pressing the idols of their gods to their lips. Some of them remembered their parents. Those who were more experienced and had survived the battle against the nomads just looked at their comrades nearby. They knew they would have to cover someone’s back and they hoped someone would cover theirs.
Nero, who was sitting next to his friend, tucked a red handkerchief into his belt. It smelled like the desert and freedom—just like Serra.
Hadjar raised his clenched fist, and five hundred strong fists soared into the sky in response. A moment later, the mountains shook with a series of powerful explosions. Along with the orange flames, entangled in black ribbons of smoke and ash, the images of various animals appeared in the snow. Huge eagles with fiery crowns spread their wings; wolves snarled, digging emerald claws deep into the ground, and deer whose horns emitted a fiery glow stood on their hind legs.
The apes below tried to huddle against the high cliffs with wild cries. A chaotic whirlwind of claws, bludgeons, ice, and white fur ensued. An avalanche of death and destruction descended from the mountains surrounding their settlement.
The bigger specimens batted away their weaker relatives. All the supposed organization of the white apes immediately evaporated. Now they looked like nothing more than a typical herd of animals. Scared and…
A roar like spring thunder sounded and the apes immediately calmed down.
The fighting stopped. The chaotic struggle ceased.
Directed by their Alpha, the strongest apes stood in a circle around the herd. They lowered their ice clubs and a solid wall of ice began to rise out of the snow.
Let’s see how long you last, Hadjar thought.
He unclenched his fist and twisted his palm a couple of times. Five hundred warriors immediately removed ice boards from their shoulders. Following their General and Commander, they jumped right into the plummeting avalanche.
While falling, Hadjar slightly bent his knees and put the ice board under his feet. The landing was rough—his spine felt as if a hammer had hit it—but Hadjar kept his balance. For a swordsman and practitioner of his level, it was no more difficult than jumping on one leg was for a mere mortal.
Balancing with the help of his arms and hips, Hadjar drew his blade. The wind blew with such force that he wondered if it would tear the very skin from his face. The roar of the ghostly beasts and the rumble of the avalanche rushing downward merged into a single echo, drowning out even the thunderous beating of his heart.
The speed of their descent increased, making his vision narrow. He could no longer see what was happening to his right or left, he could only sense his subordinates and comrades as they descended at his side.
Many of the apes didn’t manage to get behind the protective ice wall in time. Instead, they ended up outside of it—facing the raging disaster and the approaching warriors.
Hadjar swung his blade, chopping an ape’s head clean off its shoulders. The power behind his attack was increased further by the speed of the ice board rushing through the avalanche. They’d have time to dig up the bodies from under the snow later. Their main goal right now was to just survive and kill as many animals as possible while doing so.
Hadjar’s blade always found its prey. He didn’t think twice about striking apes in the back. The beasts screamed and ran, stumbling away from the avalanche toward the ice wall. The wall kept getting higher, eventually forming a dome.
Hadjar raised his fist and showed a few signs to his comrades. Immediately, the officers relayed the orders to the rest of the squad.
The gestures translated as: More quickly. Upward. Be careful.
Reaching the wall, the apes began to punch it, but their fellows didn’t even look at them. They could only stare at the oncoming tsunami of snow, ice, and stones heading their way.
The cries soon died down. They were replaced by the deafening roar of the avalanche colliding with the ice wall that shook from the force of the impact. Spots of blue blood were all that was left of the apes.
Just before the collision, Hadjar pushed off the ice board with all his might. Like an arrow, he soared into the air, sheathing his blade as he did so.
The dome didn’t manage to close in time. Instead, small bipeds, wrapped in furs and skins, began to rain down on the apes below, coming in through the hole at the top. At least that’s how the Alpha ape saw them.
The very first to enter was the biped that smelled of wind and sky. For the first time in its life, the formidable Alpha that had previously known no equal and had survived hundreds of challenges to its authority, was afraid.
When the biped fell upon the ranks of the apes and drew his steel claw, the Alpha heard the lingering cry of the Lord of the Heavens.
Accompanied by the roar of a dragon, Moon Beam shot out of its sheath and the silhouette of an attacking dragon was launched from its sword tip. Spiraling down from the sky, it dug its fangs into the male ape standing before it on the ground. Fountains of blood and severed limbs didn’t slow the dragon’s flight. Creeping along the ground, hissing and showering the snow with scorching steel sparks, the dragon tore into the flesh of one victim after another.
Suddenly, the Alpha ape caught its tail with its bare paws. Opening its huge mouth full of yellow, dirty fangs, it brought its ice hammer down on the dragon’s head with crushing force.
The ice hit the steel and the latter couldn’t withstand the crushing blow.
The dragon faded like a faint mist, but even a flight as brief as this one had been enough to leave behind a rich harvest. A dozen apes were screaming and rolling in the snow, trying to somehow deal with the fountains of blood that were currently spurting from their severed limbs. They’d dropped their bludgeons; their eyes were full of raw pain and fear.
They became easy prey for the other bipeds that had gotten through the hole in the dome.
The soldiers finished off the wounded apes and took up defensive positions, preparing for a fierce battle.
At the head of the group and covered in blue blood, was Hadjar. He clenched his sword tightly and calmly approached the giant ape.
The Alpha growled something and pointed at the small bug and its claw.
Three of its strongest subordinates charged forward. They jumped on the bug from three different sides. Their bludgeons flashed with ice. Bludgeons that could easily break rocks and even the spines of ice bears.
However, the bug didn’t even slow down. There was no fear in his bright, blue eyes. The steel claw flashed. It was so fast that it looked like a blur to everyone watching.
Three bodies, cut into several pieces, rained down all around the bug, and a fresh drop of blue blood fell on Hadjar’s shoulders.
They stood opposite each other.
The almost seven-foot-tall man and the nearly 26-feet-tall ape.
The ice wall shook as the beast whose territory was so brazenly being invaded roared. A second roar echoed it, but it was not the roar of a human…
For a moment, the Alpha of the apes had felt like it wasn’t a bug but a young Lord of the Heavens standing before him.
A dragon.




Chapter 151

Hadjar looked at his foe. The giant ape was blotting out the sun and the sky, and its hammer was larger than Hadjar. This was the biggest and strongest opponent Hadjar had ever faced.
This time, the neuronet was completely unable to scan the beast. However, it wasn’t really necessary. One look at its long claws and the muscles that looked more like thick cables was enough to define the ape’s parameters.
Maybe it didn’t have exceptional dexterity or speed, but its strength and physique was definitely outstanding and something to be feared.
The battle was still raging around them. Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar could glimpse the huge hand with heavy swords instead of fingers. He saw the light of flames and flashes of lightning and felt the cold of ice spears and fangs.
Blue and red blood was being spilled on the snow all around him.
But all of this didn’t concern the leaders.
They looked into each other’s eyes. The black eyes met the blue eyes across the snow-covered ground.
Hadjar attacked first. He pushed away from the snow, moving at his maximum possible speed. To most of the apes, it looked like the bug had simply disappeared, and instead of it, the shadow of a large raven had taken its place.
Circling his enemy, Hadjar assumed the first stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique. A tsunami with hundreds of blades inside it was unleashed by Moon Beam. It dug up the snow and launched rocks and debris alike into the air.
The wave of wind, slicing apart and sweeping away everything in its path, crashed into the giant ape standing before the General. The beast simply held its ice hammer out in front of it. The wind bit into the weapon, even chipped it a little, but it wasn’t able to get through its protection.
With a wild roar, the Alpha of the apes just swung its weapon once and that seemed to completely crush the storm wave out of existence. It burst and scattered in the air, but even the echo of the attack was still enough to kill a few of the lesser Alpha apes that failed to run away in time.
As the hammer hit the ground, it shuddered, and Hadjar almost lost his footing. He stayed on his feet, but the second shockwave was enough to dissipate the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique. This left him completely defenseless against the foe’s sweeping paw strike.
Only the hundreds of battles he’d been in and thousands of hours he’d spent training helped the General break the claws trying to gut him with his blade alone.
The avalanche, which he had so recently ridden, hit his chest. Hadjar was easily tossed into the air like a rag doll.
That’s what the men saw, at least.
The ape had thrown the bug up to the same height as its eyes and then tried to bite into it with its sharp fangs. Its jaws clenched, but it only managed to brush against the bug’s flesh. Sweet blood spilled against the beast’s lips but it howled as the enemy’s claw dug deep into its left eye.
The beast closed its eyes for a moment, and that was all the opening Hadjar needed. As he fell, he again sheathed his sword and then suddenly unsheathed it once more. The roaring dragon plunged into the giant beast’s chest, forcing it to take several steps back.
The General landed in the snow, and then, with a couple of simple slashes, he cut his torn trouser leg away, not allowing the fur to stick to the wound. He snatched a tourniquet from his pocket and tied it over the limb that had been bitten. The ape’s fangs had only just grazed the flesh, but that had still been enough to tear away a piece of his leg.
The Alpha was shaking its head and recovering its focus. Blue blood ran down its chest and its left eye had lost the ability to see forever. But such wounds were nothing more than a trifle to a giant that was already covered in hundreds of scars. It had survived thousands of battles, and it had no doubt that it would survive this one as well.
With both paws, it grasped the haft of its hammer and swung it with all its might. The air and the earth shook as a titanic wave of ice came at Hadjar. It left a trail of frozen air behind, and the icicles left in its wake fell with a crash onto the snow below.
The General had no intention of facing this beast’s strike head-on. Taking a deep breath, he turned into a black raven, but he wasn’t going to dodge the ape’s attack. If he allowed it to pass by him, it would turn not only the apes into icicles, but all of his soldiers as well. The General couldn’t let that happen.
This time, the raven’s shadow almost split in two. Hadjar was moving so quickly that he almost reached the second stage of the Technique.
Now the speed was not only in his legs, but also in his rapidly moving hands. The shadow of the raven rose up from the ground and soared high into the air, circling around the ice wall. A second later, it spread its wings and dived toward the snow, turning back into the form of the General.
The icy blow of the hammer stopped cold, never reaching its target. Radiating steel light, the fast-moving sword erupted with hundreds of ghostly blades. In a heartbeat, the beast’s attack turned into a snowstorm that got swept away somewhere under the dome.
Hadjar was breathing heavily as he stared at his foe. The ape was wounded, but it still looked much better than the General currently felt. What was a small wound on its chest and a lost eye to this huge monster? Just a minor inconvenience, nothing more.
Hadjar could hardly stand, and his latest actions had taken most of his remaining energy and strength. According to his neural network, he had enough power left for one more stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique or one ‘step’ of the ‘Ten Ravens’ and that was it.
The General could’ve sworn that, after assessing his condition, the ape was laughing at him. Its intermittent, deep roaring certainly sounded like laughter, at any rate.
It raised its hammer and swung it, sending a tornado of ice and snow flying toward Hadjar. The Alpha didn’t want to engage the bug up close. It was going to exhaust the insolent man from a distance, then sink its fangs into his flesh and tear, tear, tear…
[Threat level: lethal!]
Hadjar looked at the tornado approaching him. It left behind a trail of ice in the snow and shot large icicles out in many different directions.
If the General dodged, his army would no doubt suffer great losses, and he would be left defenseless against any attacks that came after. He wasn’t able to meet it head-on because he wasn’t sure that even his strongest stance of the ‘Spring Wind’ would be enough to completely dispel the tornado.
All he could do was face it. A calm wind facing a rock piercing the sky…
At that moment, something clicked in the General’s mind. Something that was the result of his last battle and the year of training he’d spent with the Shadow of the Immortal. He’d already used some of the knowledge he had gained to remove the stone from his heart, but that had been his heart, not his sword.
He was beginning to realize what the Immortal had been pointing to while Hadjar had been trying to cut into the stone statue.
The Alpha ape was already celebrating its victory and preparing for a bloody feast as the bug assumed a strange stance. It brought its blade behind its back and stood there calmly, looking relaxed. Its furs and skins fluttered gently in the wind.
“Calm Wind,” Hadjar said, invoking the remnants of his energy and embodying the second stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique.
As soon as he performed the second stance... nothing happened. No spinning cocoon of wind sprung up around him, no snow spiraled underneath his feet.
A moment later, the tornado of ice struck its target... or at least that’s what the ape thought happened. In reality, the tornado moved around the General and flew back at the Alpha.
Roaring, the ape put its hammer out in front of it to meet the full force and power of its own attack. Then the Alpha saw a brief flash of steel and felt a chill that started spreading from its forehead and covered its whole body.
It fell to its knees, dropped its weapon, and collapsed in the snow, never even knowing what had killed it. Hadjar pulled Moon Beam out of his foe’s forehead and swung it upward to flick the blue blood off it.
He fell onto the giant’s carcass, too exhausted to keep going. His injured leg was already turning blue, and clouds of steam drifted out of his mouth.
Lacking a leader, the apes weren’t able to keep up with the enthusiastic soldiers.
A few minutes later, the battle was over.




Chapter 152

“Damn it,” Hadjar hissed.
He was sitting in his tent and trying to ease the pain in his leg—which he still couldn’t put any weight on. Sitting beside him, Nero carefully crushed some powders and roots that Serra had left him in a bowl. He then smeared the mixture onto the wound on Hadjar’s leg. The General growled as he felt a burning sensation accompanied by lots of pain.
He saw the terrible wound slowly scab over, turning into a horrific scar.
“I think she specifically picked these remedies for us,” Nero said as he coated the wound with a liberal amount of the salve.
Hadjar once again recalled the nastiest curses he’d ever heard.
“Have you done something to upset her?” Hadjar asked through gritted teeth.
He didn’t hear Nero’s answer. The pain got so bad he lost consciousness. The General collapsed on the spread-out skins and began to tremble. He didn’t hear Nero’s panicked cry or him ordering the soldiers to bring in the firewood and furs that had been prepared.
The warriors lit bonfires and wrapped their General up, trying to keep him warm and, more importantly, alive. All night, Nero sat next to his friend. He changed the cold bandage on Hadjar’s forehead, made him drink specially prepared potions, and changed the skins when a yellow substance that was leaking out of the wounds on Hadjar’s body soiled them.
Apparently, the apes’ fangs weren’t quite so innocuous, so Nero had given the order to cut their skins off as carefully as possible. It had taken half a day just to break down the ice wall. Then it had taken just as much time to dig out the apes’ bodies from under the avalanche.
The next day was devoted to the apes’ carcasses that had remained inside the dome. It hadn’t taken much time to remove some skins, fangs and claws. All of it was completed while fifteen funeral fires burned. That’s how many soldiers hadn’t survived the final battle. The men who’d survived, even if they’d been green before, now had the same air about them as their previously more experienced comrades did. They were calm and confident in their abilities—as if they now knew something that ordinary people didn’t.
They sang dirges for their dead comrades as Hadjar thrashed around in his delirium. He kept muttering something about ‘a white witch from the Islands’. Nero knew who his friend was raving about, but he didn’t understand why. The General was usually never sentimental.
On the third day, they finished their work. By the evening of that same day, the General’s fever had finally subsided. The only trace left of the battle was on Hadjar’s body, in the form of a terrible scar across his right calf. It would always remain there, even though the beast’s fangs had only punched through the flesh.
No one argued as Nero assumed control of the squad. He ordered the soldiers to erect several tombstones. It took half the night to complete, and then, in the morning, the squad took off.
They returned home victorious, with almost four hundred cores from the white apes. In Lidus and Balium, this was undoubtedly a fortune that could buy a few castles and fortresses. Even in the border cities of the Empire, a person could use this hoard to buy a good house or become a disciple of the outer circle in a small martial arts school.
None of the soldiers even thought about doing that. No one even glanced at the bales full of cores, and there was neither greed nor the desire to snatch a piece of loot for themselves in their eyes. For the sake of attaining these cores, many of their comrades had given their lives, and for their sake, the famous General had risked his own. It had been like a dragon fighting the giant ape, not allowing its attacks to reach the rest of its squad.
“Dragon... dragon... dragon...” The soldiers whispered the word repeatedly, giving birth to the General’s nickname. It was just an echo of the nickname, but still.
Dragon’s Tooth and Moon Leen had once received their second names and now it was Hadjar’s turn to get his. One that he’d earned with his sword, not through birth.
“Do you feel like a nobleman?” Nero asked, noticing that his friend had finally woken up.
The General was being carried on a stretcher made from ape bones. Covered with animal skins, he really looked like a resting nobleman being dragged along on his servants’ backs. The difference was that Hadjar wasn’t a nobleman at all, and each of the soldiers carrying him was more than honored to have been given the task.
“What... is this?” Hadjar asked.
He was covered with a heavy white skin.
“We’ve flayed the Alpha ape,” Nero said. “That’ll make a nice cloak for you. It only needs to be tanned. We’ve cleared all the meat off it and smeared it with dirt so it doesn’t stink, but, you know…”
Hadjar only nodded in understanding.
He looked up at the sky and prayed that the next storm wouldn’t come soon. Hadjar didn’t feel like he had a drop of strength remaining in his body, and he doubted that he could survive any more bad weather. Of course, his warriors wouldn’t let their General die, but who knew what sort of dangers could be lurking inside a snowstorm.
Hadjar wasn’t planning to become a burden on his squad.
“What... with... cores?” Speaking was difficult for Hadjar. He didn’t even have enough strength left to move his tongue.
The ape which the General had fought had been as powerful as a Heaven Soldier at the second Stage. If it’d had the same knowledge and skills as a true cultivator, it would’ve killed not only Hadjar but his whole squad as well.
“We’ve gathered them all.”
“How many?”
“Enough,” Nero said, patting the bales that were tied to the stretcher, “to squander them on your damned ice fortress.”
Hadjar nodded and fell asleep again. The next few days were fairly routine. They marched, avoiding the places that were exuding the auras of strong and evil animals, and carrying the stretcher with the General on it. Every day, the camp got closer, and Hadjar felt more of his strength returning.
Thank the gods or perhaps good fortune that no snowstorm waylaid them.
When the three pillars that marked the entrance to the pavilion appeared on the horizon, Hadjar demanded that they let him dismount from the stretcher. He wasn’t going to show his current weakness to any of the spies that he knew would be hiding among his army.
As they approached the golden dome, Nero gave a signal, releasing a pre-prepared flare into the sky. It erupted with golden and green sparks. Five minutes later, an arch appeared in the dome and the battered and bruised squad entered through it.
But there were no joyous cries or cheers to greet them. The entire army had gathered at the northern entrance to the pavilion in full armor and heavily armed.
Breathless, Serra ran toward the soldiers. She looked very worried.
“What’s happ-” Nero tried to get out.
“General,” the witch interrupted, staring at Hadjar, “for two days now, a sectarian has been standing near the entrance to the dome, holding the witch from the village hostage. He says you need to-”
Hadjar didn’t listen to Serra any longer. He wanted to run, but he ended up just stumbling. His friend’s timely intervention prevented him from falling. Moving carefully, he soon reached the North passage.
Hadjar tried to hold onto Nero inconspicuously, but crafty people noticed the General’s weakness and currently incapacitated state.
The army parted before him. Tuur, who had been leading the commanders, gave Hadjar the medallion back. He put it on and stopped in front of the dome.
On the other side was the assassin whose life he hadn’t been able to end. His face was still hidden under his hood. He held Nehen in front of him with a dagger to her throat.
The woman’s back was straight, and there was no fear in her black eyes, only fatigue.
“Why haven’t you dealt with him already?” Hadjar asked, detaching his sheath from his belt.
“It could be a trap, my Gene-”
Tuur didn’t manage to finish speaking. A powerful wave of Hadjar’s hand stopped him. The General looked at Serra, and she shook her head. She’d seen her friend’s condition and wasn’t going to let him go to his death. She didn’t care what sort of medallion was on Hadjar’s chest. First and foremost, he was her friend.
Who knew what would’ve happened if Nero’s hand hadn’t rested on his beloved’s shoulder at that moment. In the blond warrior’s eyes, Serra read everything that she needed to know. If she raised the dome, Hadjar would probably die, but if she forced him to remain inside, she would kill him as a warrior, trampling on his honor.
Hadjar went through the arch which immediately closed behind him.
“I’ve been waiting a long time for you to return,” the assassin said. “I see you aren’t surprised by me being here.”
Hadjar was silent. He inhaled the scent of Nehen’s skin, brought to him on the wind.
“It wasn’t difficult to find out who you’d spent that night with. But I hadn’t expected that I would need to hang around for two days to have the honor of ending your life, valiant General.”
Hadjar still didn’t answer.
Nehen smiled at him. It was a warm and kind smile. It had been a long time since anyone had looked at him like that.
“You know, I’d planned to let her go. Honest. But you made me wait. When a man waits for something, all sorts of bad thoughts tend to enter his head.”
Her skin smelled like the forest, the snow, and the sea. Her black hair fluttered in the wind, and her light dress was stained with mud, but even that didn’t detract from her beauty.
“You killed my brother!” The assassin let out an inhuman shriek, full of barely hidden pain. “You killed my brother... And now we’re even, General!”
The assassin drew his dagger.
They were almost twenty yards apart. Hadjar couldn’t bare his blade because it might harm Nehen as well. He couldn’t stop the dagger in time. He just looked into those deep, dark eyes.
The people looked at their General. Or rather, at the place where he’d been standing just a moment ago.
The next thing they saw was Hadjar’s shadow turning into the ghostly silhouette of a dragon. The dragon slammed into the assassin’s face with its paws and then the assassin and the dragon fell over the edge of the cliff.
Only Nehen remained.
A thin trickle of blood ran down her neck. Behind her, over the precipice, two people had disappeared from view.
The commanders shouted something; Serra opened the arch. A soldier holding some rope ran toward the cliff. They tied the rope around themselves, fastened the other end around a rock near the edge, and jumped down fearlessly after the General.
Nehen stood motionless, ignoring what was happening around her.
With her sharp, almost inhuman eyes, she saw a man hanging onto a rock somewhere below, on the cliff face. He’d plunged his blade into the rock and was holding on to it with all his remaining strength. He wasn’t looking down nor to the side. Only into her eyes.
Below, at the foot of the cliff, the assassin lay dead. His pink hair was fanned out around him and his face showed only one emotion—peace.
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 “One, two, heave!” Hadjar pulled the rope. “One, two, heave!”
He was working alongside a thousand soldiers as they placed another ice block on the massive wall. The last two months had flown by as quickly as an arrow fired from a bow. Thanks to the advice the neural network provided and Tuur’s plans, it had been possible to construct a real ice fort.
Such a construction required a few basic components. The first one was labor. They easily had enough of that in the ever-expanding Moon Army—even if it was now more like the army of the Commonwealth of Balium and Lidus because the Baliumians made up over seventy percent of their numbers. The second and most important thing was having enough construction material.
The wall that now surrounded the sixth sect pavilion was twelve feet thick and nearly seventy feet tall. One block, which the soldiers and the General had just dragged on top of it, weighed at least 10 tons. Any Knight of the Spirit could’ve lifted such a block and effortlessly thrown it onto the wall, but there were no Knights of the Spirit in their army.
The blocks were made outside the pavilion’s grounds. Tuur and his team had invented strange devices that looked like oval mirrors. In the center of these mirrors, in a special box, the core of a white ape would be loaded, then the device would be activated by using the handle. This released a blue beam that froze the very droplets of water in the air, creating these huge ice blocks.
The terrible cold still persisted all around them. Hadjar had ordered that the warmest clothes and furs be given to the workers who were producing the ice blocks. They were also paid a triple rate. None of the soldiers complained about this. Everyone could get that job, but there were fewer and fewer volunteers coming forward every day.
Hadjar had heard a story about one particular axe wielder who’d used the work to advance his Techniques. They’d had something to do with ice. Well, Hadjar wasn’t going to complain. The more strong practitioners they had in the army, the better.
The librarian probably wouldn’t have agreed with him. The Darnassian was becoming more annoying by the day. Frowning with anger, he often wanted to meet with Hadjar, but the General wasn’t keen on obliging the cultivator’s every whim. Besides, he no longer had any fear of the Heaven Soldier.
“We can handle this, General,” Helion said.
The cavalryman wasn’t just good in the saddle, but he was also impressive at building. In fact, he’d led the construction of the wall—which had turned out very well indeed. It was now possible to stand on the wide parapet he had constructed, and dozens of quivers and siege crossbows had been put on the walls in anticipation of the assault to come.
They’d also built a wide platform for a trebuchet. The artillery piece was guarded day and night and kept warm so that the cold wouldn’t chip away at the fragile wood.
Besides the walls and icy cliffs, they also had the steel multi-barrel cannons made by Tuur and the blacksmiths to defend themselves with. Hadjar had personally seen one of these weapons successfully turn a rocky ledge into mere dust. Unfortunately, at the end of the demonstration, it had exploded, injuring the operator severely. As bad as that sounded, it was still worth it.
Hadjar generously gave out Honor points (which allowed them to take scrolls from the library) to everyone who participated in the construction. This only further aggravated the situation with the Librarian. After all, previously, Hadjar hadn’t been able to give any points to the soldiers without the approval of the General staff.
Now the army had its own library—which had been obtained after the battle with the sect. Hadjar could let people use it at his own discretion, and he did so on a large scale, trying to raise the average level of his fighters before the battle with the main forces of ‘The Black Gates’ sect was upon them.
“Hadjar,” a cold but soft voice said.
The bare-chested General turned around to see the black-haired beauty standing near his tent. Very few men could pass by her and not turn their heads or stumble. Hadjar didn’t care about it at all—they could look if they wanted.
“Nehen,” Hadjar greeted the witch.
She was like a cat. She came when she pleased and left when she wanted. She sometimes spent a whole day in the library or arguing with Serra. The two witches hadn’t found a common language, and, unlike ‘their’ men, they didn’t like each other. Their dislike had even reached the point where if one of them came into view, the other would immediately walk away.
“We must talk.” Nehen invited the General into his own tent.
Hadjar just smiled at her behavior, recalling their conversation from two months ago.
***
The General was brought into his tent and laid out on the bed. The healer of the ‘Bear squad” rushed in to assist him. After pushing aside the crowd that had surrounded the General’s bed, he’d poured odorous and vile potions down Hadjar’s throat. Hadjar’s body felt as though he had been struck by lightning. He arched his back and growled, but soon came to his senses. The trembling subsided, and steam stopped pouring out of his mouth.
Soon, everyone left, leaving Hadjar alone with Nehen. Before leaving, Nero had managed to wink approvingly and Serra had given the witch a haughty look. It could be called ‘dislike at first sight’.
From under the skins, the white kitten, Azrea, crept out. Leaping onto Hadjar’s chest, she hissed angrily at Nehen.
“This is your territory,” the witch nodded. She didn’t even try to pet Azrea. “I won’t make a claim.”
The kitten hissed once more, then snorted before washing her face and falling asleep. But Hadjar knew that Azrea wasn’t actually sleeping, contrary to her usual behavior.
“You came just in time,” Nehen whispered, clasping his calloused hands. “The man was becoming impatient.”
Hadjar looked into her black eyes. The gods alone knew how much he wanted to drown in them. How fiercely he wished to be deceived by them. But he couldn’t afford it.
“Why did you let him do it?”
Nehen shuddered and wanted to move her hand away, but now Hadjar was holding it firmly between his own.
“Let him do what?”
The General frowned.
“Don’t play your games with me, Witch from the Islands.”
“So now I’m just a witch. If that’s the case, then…”
Hadjar squeezed her hand more tightly. Any other woman would’ve screamed in pain or gotten angry at Hadjar, but Nehen was different.
She understood who she was talking to.
Perhaps she understood better than anyone. She’d seen the dragon inside his blue eyes and the General’s Medallion on his chest. Something he’d won using nothing but his sheer willpower and skills with the blade.
“Your wolves could’ve easily torn him to pieces,” Hadjar croaked.
Every word was hard for him to get out, but he had to finish the conversation. Otherwise, the only thing he could do was give the order to execute Nehen. At that moment, he trusted her as much as the average sect spy mixed in with his army.
“Maybe,” Nehen agreed, “maybe not.”
“But you didn’t even try. You didn’t give the order.”
“I don’t...” The witch faltered. The dragon within the General’s blue eyes was beginning to wake up. “Despite all the songs about you, General, you truly know nothing about the ways of women.”
He loosened his grip, and, ignoring Azrea’s warning hiss, she moved a little closer and leaned over him. By the gods and demons, he relished her kiss, though he didn’t want to.
“You couldn’t come down to be with me,” she said, undressing and climbing under the skins. “And I couldn’t come up to be with you. It isn’t our way, General. You and me, we’re on different paths in life.”
She put her head on his chest and began to sort out the long strands of hair with her fingers. She licked them, making Azrea even more upset.
“I allowed him to take me hostage so he would lead me to you.” She closed her eyes, listening to the rhythmic beating of Hadjar’s inhuman heart. “Maybe that’s why you weren’t so eager to kill him that night. Because you knew he would then try to take me hostage and bring me to you. So, which one of us truly let the assassin put a knife to my throat? Me... or you?”
She closed her eyes and soon fell asleep.
Hadjar lay still for a long time that night and thought about her words.
Maybe Nehen was right. Maybe he really was the one who’d let the assassin take her hostage.
***
“This isn’t a good time to talk, Nehen,” Hadjar said to the witch.
He shook out his sore hands.
“They’re coming.”
Hadjar immediately froze. A moment later, he straightened up and assumed a stance more befitting a General.
“The beasts?” he asked.
“Yes.” Nehen nodded. For the first time, the witch from the islands looked not just pale, but pale with terror. “I’ve heard the birds singing about it and the whole forest is buzzing with the news. There are... untold thousands of them, Hadjar. A lot more than we thought possible.”
Well, it had been foolish to expect the gods to suddenly be generous to him, even for a day.
“Sound the horns!” Hadjar shouted as he turned toward the nearest warriors. “Summon all the commanders and Serra immediately! Go! The beasts are coming!”




Chapter 154

Hadjar put on his clothes, skins, and the white cloak made from the giant Alpha ape’s fur. The ice fortress had specifically been built on the other side of the dome to create a second line of defense.
All of the General’s orders were carried out unquestioningly and promptly. By the time Hadjar reached the fortress, a signalman had already been up to the mountain ridge. Climbing the steps hollowed out in the rock, he went up to the tower in which the horn had been mounted. It wasn’t just a ‘pipe’ made from an animal horn, but a real, huge horn. Two adult men could easily fit inside it, and its length exceeded ten feet.
Hadjar covered his ears with his hands and found that he was right. The sound that came from the horn’s depths was more like a wounded god’s cry—low, loud, and lingering. Many of the soldiers felt like the very blocks of the ice fortress’ wall were trembling from the force of it.
The General ran up the wooden stairs and walked out onto the parapet. Below him, the rocky abyss stretched out as far as the eye could see. The rocks had been watered for weeks and were now covered in a smooth, icy crust. Without the special equipment required, even a practitioner on the verge of becoming a true cultivator wouldn’t be able to climb up that way.
“By the demons, what’s going on, Hadj?” Nero roared, slightly deafened by the ongoing alarm.
“The beasts are coming.”
“What?”
Hadjar spread his fingers out and punched his palm, then stretched out two fingers and made several sharp movements.
In the hunting language, this meant: Beasts. Danger.
Nero nodded, removed his gloves, and cleared his ears. He felt his jaw, grimaced slightly, and nodded again.
“How much time do we have?” He spoke a little louder than was necessary, but he couldn’t hear the answers.
However, Hadjar didn’t know how to reply to that. In his haste, he’d forgotten to check the most important thing—how much time did they have?
“Twelve hours,” a voice said behind him.
The witch from the islands came up to join them on the parapet. She looked the same as when they’d first met—a long, light dress that an ordinary girl would freeze in, even if she wore it during the spring, a thin cloak, and her loose hair almost falling to her ankles. Her skin was so white that it blended with the surrounding snow.
“Twelve hours?” Nero said, looking into the distance. Suddenly, he struck the wall hard. “Damn! Damn the gods! Damn these animals and this damned sect!”
He swore a few more times, then took a deep breath and pushed his hair back from his forehead.
“Feel better?” Hadjar asked.
“A little,” he admitted to his friend.
The three of them watched the villagers hurrying toward the pavilion, where they would be protected by the huge ice walls. In recent months, many of them had already moved up to the mountains, but, as was often the case, most people were narrow-minded. Only when the roar of the giant horn pierced the sky did they realize that the danger wouldn’t just pass them by.
Below, Simon fussed as he received the visitors. The people were using the iron-ice bridge above the pass, under the arch held open by Serra, and then entering the parade ground area. They were then hastily assigned rooms in the newly-built barracks and the caves carved into the rocks.
There were almost seven million people living at the foot of the Black Mountains, so everyone would end up being cramped and uncomfortable.
Some people didn’t understand that their very lives were on the line, and so they’d carried all their belongings with them. Some of them had even brought along loaded donkeys and horses. Those people were forced to either carry their things themselves or go back with their animals to the foot of the mountains. They began shouting and scrambling, which was immediately stopped by the soldiers of the Moon Army that were supervising the new arrivals.
Hadjar looked off into the distance.
Among the heavy gray clouds, he searched for the outlines of birds, flying lizards, and snakes. He peered toward the treetops, trying to discern even the slightest rustle or any other trace of the beasts that were charging toward them.
But everything was silent.
Inside the fortress, people were shouting, their dogs were howling, and horses were neighing. Some of them even tried to fight for their rights and were claiming that the soldiers were obliged to protect them. They were immediately shouted down not by the Moon soldiers but by their own friends and neighbors.
Hadjar and his army didn’t owe the inhabitants of these settlements anything. He hadn’t taken anything from them, and all the food had been bought or bartered for ‘honestly’ by Simon. It wasn’t their duty to protect them, and most generals in Hadjar’s place would’ve left all the villagers to die outside of their walls. Just because it would’ve been easier. In a war, you often couldn’t afford to make these kinds of difficult decisions. They would inevitably hinder your army or even lead to its outright defeat.
Seconds of waiting became minutes, then hours. The endless river of villagers and their possessions continued to slowly stream into the area behind the walls. Hundreds of thousands of people had chosen to seek shelter in the mountains. A million villagers had already come.
Hadjar was no longer looking into the distance. Instead, he was now sitting on the parapet, his back against the ice tooth. The General was calmly sharpening his sword which didn’t really need to be sharpened, but he needed a distraction.
It was a soldier’s habit that calmed the nerves and allowed them not to think too deeply. It was sometimes better not to think about what was coming.
They still had three hours before the beasts ar-
“By the demons…” Someone whispered in disbelief. “It’s a whole oce-”
He didn’t get to finish speaking. The thundering roar of the horn struck his ears again—long and low. This time, it struck terror into the people’s hearts, both villagers and warriors alike.
Hadjar jumped to his feet and looked into the distance once again. What he had at first mistaken for a black storm cloud was, in fact, a myriad of flying beasts. They now covered the sky. Birds, lizards, snakes, flying wolves and tigers... Millions of small, black dots had fused into a single dark and ominous cloud.
Below them, on the ground, the trees weren’t just shaking, they were falling down with a crash, sending mounds of snow flying into the air. If a veritable horde of creatures was flying through the sky, then there must’ve been ten times their number on the ground. Moving in a single column, they were charging straight at the villages and the ice fortress towering over them. Lions, leopards, and panthers streamed across the mountains. They were overtaken by mountain sheep whose hooves sent out flames, their horns shining like a blacksmith’s furnace.
Hundreds of thousands of animals at the level of the Awakening of Power and higher were making their way along the sides of the mountains, forgoing the lower ground.
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“We must raise the bridge, Hadj!” Nero shouted, standing next to him.
Hadjar watched the line of people still going into the fortress. They hadn’t seen the threat coming from the direction of the high hills and frozen rivers yet, but they had heard the roar of the horn. The people were visibly panicking. They started running toward the fortress, pushing each other and falling into the snow, which became soaked in crimson as people were trampled underfoot.
Mothers tried to push their frightened and crying children forward, and husbands tried to do the same with their wives.
A real bottleneck formed at the entrance to the fortress. Crying, screaming, blood—everything mixed together into a single palette of horror and despair.
“If you don’t raise the bridge,” forgetting about his lower rank, Nero seized his comrade’s shoulder, “we’re all going to die. Every one of us! Raise the bridge, damn you!”
Hadjar immediately dismissed the image of Elizabeth—his mother—from his mind. She wasn’t here. She wasn’t trying to save him from the traitor Primus. If he succumbed to sentimentality, if he allowed the cries of mothers and children to influence his decisions… they really would all die.”
“Raise the bridge,” Hadjar ordered the officer on the wall.
“But, my General, there are still people out there.”
“And there are people in here!” Hadjar pointed to the millions of frightened faces already huddled behind the golden barrier. “Most of the villagers are already under our protection. As for those who end up outside... May the gods help and protect them. Raise the bridge, Officer! That’s an order.”
The young officer swallowed, quickly wiped his sleeve across his face, and turned to his subordinates.
“Raise the bridge!” The order came and was followed by shouts and cries.
Then came more orders:
“Close the gate!”
“Pour water on the walls!”
“Uncover the cannons!”
“Archers, prepare your arrows!”
While carrying out their orders, each soldier was chanting a prayer. They were asking the forefathers to forgive them for all their sins and to take them to their heavenly homes where their families and lovers were waiting for them.
Hadjar gave a few more orders and, adjusting his sword, went to one of the towers. He tried not to look down as he did so. The people who’d managed to climb the rising bridge were now trying to break through the heavy gate and were dying in the ensuing scramble.
Their deaths, like thousands of others, would soon be yet another burden for him to bear. He was going to have to avenge the death of each of them. They would go to the forefathers together with dozens of beasts killed in their name.
Hadjar swore they would.




Chapter 155

Hadjar climbed the highest tower slowly. It was even taller than the watchtower with the gigantic horn. He had to go up a looping, steep staircase, made of ice and covered with rough oak boards, to get up it.
Shielding his face from the wind, Hadjar managed to reach the top. There was a cannon there that had been built specifically for the General. In the entire army, only he had enough strength to handle such a thing. He tore the cover off it, exposing eight black trunks—four trunks on each side of the load-bearing axis.
The cannon was about 15 feet tall and each trunk was at least 10 feet high. Hadjar picked up one of the nearby boxes of cannonballs, struggling under its weight. He carried it to the cannon and, taking off his gloves, loaded the ten ‘mischief makers’, as Tuur called them, into the cannon’s special chutes.
Sitting down in a specially designed iron chair, Hadjar turned the handle that activated the machinery. Massive sprockets began to rotate beneath his feet and the weapon reluctantly turned toward the cloud of different monsters floating in the sky.
They got closer with every minute that passed, and it was soon possible to see them clearly.
Hadjar raised the oval scope and gave the order: “Focus fire on targets that are the greatest threat.”
The neural network responded with the familiar click and a red scope consisting of two crossed lines and several circles appeared before Hadjar’s eyes.
Hadjar wasn’t a marksman or an archer. He couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn while standing ten yards away. But with the help of the neuronet, he could shoot even better than Lian—the leader of the archers.
[Marksman module has been activated. Targets will be highlighted according to threat level. Commencing scan now…]
Using his neural network probably wasn’t honorable. After all, it wasn’t his own power, but the might of a borrowed trinket from his distant, dream-like past. But with millions of lives at stake, Hadjar didn’t really care about his honor. He simply wanted to save as many people as possible.
A loading bar appeared under the scope, and a variety of hieroglyphs lit up around the flying beasts. The neuronet had scanned all of them, looking for the strongest among them…
[Scan has been completed.]
Hadjar felt ill.
The neural network had found at least ten thousand Alphas in the sky. And somewhere in the depths of the swarm, there were two creatures that the computing module couldn’t even define. This meant that those two beasts were most likely at the King Stage, and were equal in power to a Knight of the Spirit. It was foolish to try and injure them with the cannon.
“Ignore unidentified targets. Proceed to target selection. You are free to fire at all selected targets within range. ”
Hadjar gave the orders and waited. The scope was still red, which meant the beasts were too far away to inflict maximum damage on them. Hadjar had no idea how the neuronet worked (which was pretty frightening), but he suddenly realized that he knew how to shoot. The airspeed, the amplitude, the differences in altitude—all of it became as clear to him as if he’d spent hundreds of years doing this, using this cannon in particular.
It was precisely because of this frivolous manipulation of his mind that Hadjar tried to use the neuronet as little as possible. He felt too frustrated when his thoughts and feelings ended up affected by the coldly logical machine.
“Get ready!” Lian shouted, pacing the wall nervously. “Cannoneers, ready!”
A second pause. At that exact moment, that brief second before a battle commences, the world froze. You could see the movement of a fly’s wings, your friend’s breath misting through the air, or the grim resoluteness in everyone’s eyes.
“Fire!” Lian cried.
Thousands of arrows and cannonballs soared into the sky. They whistled through the air and hungrily dug into the flesh of their victims. The cannonballs were aimed at the creatures charging through the mountains, while the arrows had been launched at those that glided through the sky. Mangled flesh covered the ground, winged animals hurtled down like dropped stones, and blood fell like a colorful rain.
The General’s own weapon remained silent.
Lian had given the order too early and most of the projectiles, cannonball and arrows alike, hadn’t found their targets. But even this small success had been enough to inspire the soldiers. War cries sounded and clenched fists were raised. It was the new symbol of the Moon army. Their own way of marking the upcoming victory.
“Ready!” The command sounded again.
The bows creaked and the cannoneers began to fuss with their cannons. The people at the foot of the fortress were shouting and hustling. They could now see the wave of fangs, claws, and death rushing toward them.
The smarter ones tried to climb the rocks, but most of them continued to storm the mountain road. They hadn’t noticed that the bridge was up.
“I’ll kill ten of you for each person that dies,” Hadjar growled, putting his finger on the ‘trigger’.
The scope finally flashed green. Almost like an echo of the recently blown horn, another dragon’s roar thundered over the pavilion. The soldiers turned toward the tower from where their General was covering the sky in a rain of fire.
One by one, black cannonballs shot out. They left behind a fiery trail and tore through the flying beasts. The shrieking and howling targets fell to the ground after each of these explosions. Their bodies were shattered, wings shredded, their eyes melted and they’d even lost their legs. Their blood stained the snow a deep crimson.
While the ordinary cannoneers killed five or six monsters using ten shots, Hadjar achieved the same result with only one cannonball.
Time after time, he pressed the trigger, his whole body feeling the power of the cannon. The barrels shook, expelling flame and cannonballs. The massive sprockets rattled, turning the heavy relay and providing new cannonballs.
A heavy cloud caused by the cannon fire descended on the fortress. The cries of burning and ripped beasts filled the air. Fiery flowers bloomed among the black rocks and the white winter sky.
People cheered, celebrating every hit. They could see their path to victory laid out before them.
But this good fortune couldn’t last forever.
The cannon barrels heated up and many of them couldn’t handle it. Explosions could soon be heard not only in the mountains, but also on the wall. The cries of wounded soldiers mixed with the beasts’ groans. They were dragged away by the field medics and carried on their shoulders to the hospital.
The first three minutes of the battle, which had given everyone hope that victory could be achieved, gave way to a grim routine and a bit of despair. No matter how accurate their shots were or how many corpses the cannonballs and arrows left in the snow, it was just a small drop in the ocean of beasts.
“Hadjar!” Nero shouted, but it was too late.
One of the creatures that exuded a lot more power than the Alpha of the white apes had swooped down. The beast —a hybrid of a wolf, a tiger, and a fish—had flown ahead. It wanted to destroy Hadjar’s tower, so it simply did so.
It dug its huge claws into the ice and shoved its mouth into the tower from where the waves of death had come out.
The white-haired warrior ran toward the tower, pushing his subordinates aside along the way. His friend was in trouble and, by the gods, he would come to his aid.
He would have, anyway…
There was an explosion so powerful that people were pressed down against the parapet. The wounded creature fell with a cry into the mouth of the bottomless abyss. Following after it, the shards of the ice tower and pieces of black metal torn apart by an unknown force fell in as well. Along with a human silhouette. At the last second, the silhouette managed to push off from the wall and avoid his foe’s fate.
He landed on the rocks. On the other side of the cliff. The General of the Moon army was facing the oncoming horde of monsters on his own.
“This has to be a joke,” Nero said, his voice thick with suppressed worry.
He looked at Serra who was standing at the base of the dome. Talismans flared to life around the desert witch. Serra was clearly using her magic.
Their eyes met for a moment. A bewildered woman’s glance and an apologetic man’s rueful look.
The next moment, Nero was pushing off the wall with all his might, landing on the side full of snow and enemies.
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 [The weapon is overheating! Critical failure imminent!]   
Hadjar looked at the message, then at the thermometers attached to the barrels. Indeed, the cannon would break down after a few more shots. Actually, it would soon become useless regardless of what he did.
The flying creatures had almost reached the fortress and the dome. Soon enough, firing at them with any accuracy would be impossible. The cannon would also need to cool down for at least 15 minutes.
The General didn’t have that much time to spare.
Hadjar looked behind him, then at the sky once again.
Slipping out of the odd seat of his cannon, he pulled the boxes that the cannonballs had been stored in over to the weapon and knocked them over. Their contents tumbled out, sprinkling it with gunpowder and metal shavings. It was just what he needed for his plan, one his white-haired friend would’ve called insane, to work.
Sitting back down behind the relay, Hadjar put his finger on the trigger.
“Fire at the enemies that are near the unidentified target!”
One of the King level beasts was too far away to be reached by cannon fire. So, the neural network didn’t really have a choice. After a moment, the scope began to lock on to the miniature monsters flying next to their huge kin.
Hadjar had chosen these targets on purpose. The monsters tried not to fly too close to the King, instinctively feeling the danger. Only its offspring could stay near it without fear of being eaten or torn to pieces for their insolence.
The cannonballs continued to spew from the already heated cannon. The monsters’ screams filled the sky, and the weight of the King’s fury as it watched its offspring die made it hard to breathe.
The hybrids of various creatures flapped their giant wings and flew toward the icy tower. Once again jumping up from the seat, Hadjar drew his blade and waited.
When the ice cracked under the weight of their claws, when their fangs punched through the columns, when death was almost upon Hadjar, only then did he strike the floor with his blade. The impact produced sparks, they fell on the gunpowder, and an explosion shook the tower.
The General hid behind one of the columns and most of the cannonballs struck the enchanted ice. Some of them exploded midflight, tearing through his clothes and skin, but this was still a better fate than that of the King.
Bleeding, the beast, now missing its lower jaw, part of one wing, its eyes, and several layers of skin, slid along the ice in the direction of the cliff.
Hadjar didn’t want to rely on gravity, so he got out from behind the column. He pushed the remnants of the exploding cannon toward the animal. This turned out to be a grave mistake.
The beast, despite having lost its sense of smell and sight, still felt its enemy’s approach. It lashed out with its huge tongue and grabbed the General’s legs with it. The monster’s enormous head hit the tower, bringing down the ice and metal.
Hadjar didn’t manage to cut off the beast’s tongue in time and was dragged into the snowy abyss after the dying creature.
Turning around, he managed to plunge his blade into the ice wall of the fortress and push off from it, landing among the rocks. He’d escaped the fate of being flattened by the fall only to end up facing the oncoming horde of monsters on his own.
Behind him, the huge chasm gaped. Using the fortress itself, he’d managed to avoid plunging into the abyss, but there was no way back.
Hadjar bent his knees slightly and drew his blade. Even if all seemed lost…
A body landed beside him.
“What the demons, Nero!” Hadjar cried out upon seeing his friend standing up from a snowdrift. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you on the wall?”
“Shove your ‘why’ up your ass, Hadj!” The white-haired warrior roared back. “I’m here to save you! And instead of thanking me, you immediately start bossing me around.”
They kept shouting, over the thunder of explosions, the screams of people, the whistling of arrows, and the roar of the approaching beasts.
“All of it was part of the plan!”
“What plan? The one where you blow yourself up along with that beast? Or the plan where you end up on the other side of the fucking fortress!”
Nero pointed at the abyss and then at the wall where the commanders were bustling. They were trying to figure out how they could safely bring back the General and the Commander. Judging by the lack of anything being done, a solution hadn’t come to them yet.
“I had to improvise,” Hadjar shrugged.
“So was it a plan or a damned improvisation?”
“It was an improvised plan!” Hadjar snapped.
At the same time, they turned toward the people still crowding around the raised bridge. They were screaming and begging to be let in. They could feel the cold fangs and claws of the beasts that were charging at them.
Both of them were aware of the irony. On the other side of the abyss, the people were in the same boat as the two warriors. Except the villagers hadn’t been the ones that had given the order to raise the bridge.
Hadjar might as well have signed their death warrants with his own hand.
“Same as always?” Nero stood next to his friend and bared his blade.
Back to back, like in dozens of previous battles, they met the thousands of animals rushing toward them from the rocks and cliffs.
“Same as always,” Hadjar agreed, ready to make the beasts pay dearly for their lives.
They didn’t have to wait long. Hadjar was soon plunging his blade into a leopard’s mouth. It shook, trying to sink its claws into the biped’s flesh, but couldn’t. Nero had chopped its paws off.
Their blades glittered, sending the beasts’ bodies into the abyss. The creatures were hurrying toward the cliff because, even if humans couldn’t jump over the gap, the animals could. They saw a mountain path with weak and frightened bipeds standing on it as their only obstacle. They represented a long-awaited feast to the beasts, one they could’ve hardly hoped for during their escape from the site of the battle between the Great Relatives.
Hadjar threw a wounded lion behind him and barely managed to dodge a steel ram. Both of the beasts fell off the cliff and plummeted after the others.
Their swords kept cutting off heads and paws. The snow slowly melted from all the spilled blood.
Nero and Hadjar took turns using their Techniques, allowing each other to take a breath and rest a bit whenever possible.
The huge hand with blades instead of fingers could crush and cut through a dozen beasts. Then they would be thrown aside by the tsunami. Some of the corpses were sent over the cliff, while others formed a wall of bodies.
Like they’d done during the battle with the nomads, Nero and Hadjar were shielding themselves from their attackers by using the bodies of their comrades.  The nomads had been human, however. The animals... Some of them would drag the bodies off to the side and devour them eagerly, giving way to stronger specimens.
A huge ram with curved horns stood in front of Hadjar. Its hooves were like hammers, its muscles like boulders. It had crushed more than ten tigers and destroyed a dozen leopards. It was an Alpha. Fierce and merciless.
While Nero spun like a top and his heavy sword sent dozens of smaller creatures over the cliff, Hadjar started a one-on-one battle.
The ram slammed its hoof against the ground, kicking up snow and rock chips. A heavy, black glow enveloped its horns. Raising up on its hind legs and furiously snorting, it rushed in with a frontal attack. It was so swift that it almost looked like one of the arrows shot from the wall.
Without changing his stance, Hadjar held his hand over the hilt of his sheathed sword. When the Alpha ram got close enough, the General drew his blade.
The angry dragon grappled with the ram. They pushed each other back, whirling in a furious dance until the beheaded animal fell to the ground and silver blood gushed forth. Hadjar looked longingly at the horns flying over the cliff. He could’ve made a new handle for Moon Beam out of those.
Fortunately, he didn’t have time to wallow in regret.
The steel flashed again and the beasts growled. Their claws sometimes found their mark, leaving deep scratches and cuts on the warriors’ bodies. But the cost was high. Dozens of beasts fell for every wound they inflicted.
“We have to get out of here!” Nero cried out as his giant’s hand gave them a few seconds’ reprieve.
“And how do you suggest we do that?” Hadjar yelled back in annoyance.
Hadjar launched another tsunami that obliterated a dozen animals at the low stages of cultivation.
“Let’s jump. That way, we’ll have a better chance of survival!”
“Dammit all!”
The General reluctantly admitted that his friend was right. They were more likely to survive a fall than a battle against the endless avalanche of monsters.
They had already turned around and were about to jump when something white flashed over their heads. Heavy paws landed on the snow behind them and the mountains shuddered from the mighty roar that followed. For a moment, the avalanche slowed down, then stopped altogether.
“Quickly, my General,” Helion extended his hand.
It took Hadjar some time to realize that the one-eyed cavalryman was sitting on the back of a white tiger. A tiger that had a very familiar pattern on her fur.
“Azrea?”
The tigress turned to Hadjar. She was bigger than a horse. Her paws could easily punch a considerable hole in the ice wall.
The tigress growled as if to say, “Hurry.”
Without hesitation, Nero and Hadjar jumped on Azrea’s back. The tigress that had been a kitten until recently had grown so much that she could carry three soldiers on her back. Her running looked more like she was flying. Azrea barely touched the snow.
When she turned her back to the horde of monsters, they snapped out of their stupor and tried to pursue them, but couldn’t catch up to the tigress.
Her powerful paws pushed off the cliff and they flew not just over the cliff itself, but over the fortress wall as well, landing on the parapet and rolling across the ice, knocking down the archers and soldiers there.
When they finally stopped and Hadjar was able to get up, he saw the curled up, heavily sniffling little kitten lying next to him once more.
“Who’s supposed to look after whom here?” Hadjar asked softly, picking his savior up gently and holding her against his chest.
The battle raged on.




Chapter 157 

Hadjar straightened up and looked around, assessing the situation. If they survived, he’d have time to learn how Azrea had been able to suddenly grow large.
The situation looked grim. The monsters were circling the fortress. The various flying monsters kept slamming into the golden dome from above. Serra’s spell wasn’t ready yet, so they didn’t know if they could endure the siege for much longer.
“General!” Lian ran along the parapet toward Hadjar.
She stepped over the bodies of the dead soldiers. As she ran, she shot three arrows, sending three lizards that had been trying to attack her hurtling back. Not all of the flying monsters were trying to swoop down on the fortress. Only those who were tired from the long flight or were hungry. Otherwise, the defenders wouldn’t have lasted long after all of them slammed into the barrier.
“Officer,” Hadjar said with a nod, swung his blade, and launched a dragon from it that cut the wings off several birds and beheaded some snakes. “Report.”
“The Eastern tower has been completely destroyed,” another arrow found its mark. “We detonated the charges at the Western border, but the monsters have broken through there. They’re already storming the barrier.”
“Are we still holding them back?”
“See for yourself, my General.”
Lian pointed toward one of the distant cliffs. A swarm of beasts was already circling the golden dome there. They were charging it, trying to tear into it with their fangs. Inside the dome, a wall of shields and spears awaited them.
Simon had done his job perfectly. In just two months, he’d found weapons and armor for most of the army.
“They’ll find the way in soon,” Hadjar muttered.
They’d left a small arch hidden behind the rocks and snow. If you didn’t know where to look, you’d never find it on purpose. However, with every animal that got through the hole in the wall, the more likely it was that they’d accidentally bump into it. And then…
“If the dome doesn’t fall first,” Lian pointed at one of the giant hieroglyphs circling above the pavilion.
It was covered in cracks. Gold dust flew from it, disappearing into the air.
Hadjar cursed and looked at the area in front of the fortress. A battle was raging. Humans versus beasts. Swords and hammers against claws and fangs. Nero’s heavy sword flashed. Apparently, he’d fallen down from the parapet.
“Send up a signal arrow. We’re retreating under the dome.”
The ice fortress had completed its original task. It had met the tsunami of monsters like a breakwater and protected the people. The monsters had continued on and hadn’t tried to destroy everything in their path. Only the most hungry and evil among the animals had separated from the horde. The others preferred to go around the obstacle.
Hadjar looked to where the people had been desperately trying to get in.
There was only silence. Someone would occasionally scream when their attempts to fool the beasts—by pretending to be dead—didn’t work, and they got torn apart. Where once there had been villages, now only a sea of fur, skins, and scales stretched out as far as the eye could see. The statue of the God of War looked down at everything going on.
Lian pulled a special arrow from her belt and shot it into the sky. The arrow burst into multicolored sparks and the horn sounded again.
Hadjar jumped off the parapet. He was just in time to plunge his blade into a wolf that had been getting ready to jump on Nero’s back. They nodded at each other and began to cut their way through to the arch. The soldiers were already heading there, which the beasts that had broken through the wall noticed. Some unfortunate soldiers were lifted by powerful paws and torn to pieces, their blood drenching the snow.
Others were grabbed by their legs and dragged through the snow. The two friends managed to save some of them, but most had lost their weapons and became food for the hungry creatures.
Hadjar and Nero helped the miserable victims they couldn’t save... by killing them and the monsters. Their blades glittered as they set about their grim duty.
Together, they covered the retreat of the fortress defenders. When they were once again inside the dome, they immediately got behind the parted shield wall.
“Hold the line!” Hadjar cried. “Spears at the ready! Archers, ready!”
More and more animals didn’t find food as they broke through the ice barrier. They would sometimes fight each other over the dead bodies, but not often. Most of them kept circling the golden dome, trying to get inside.
The warriors that had taken up defensive positions were waiting for one of two things: when the creatures found the arch, or when the barrier fell.
The archers took up positions on the roofs of the houses, barracks, various buildings, even the roof of the hospital.
Finally, a wolf sniffed, walked along the barrier, and poked its snout into... emptiness. Howling, it rushed through the passage it’d found and was immediately impaled on a dozen spears. But hundreds of other creatures followed after it. The beasts’ claws and fangs flashed, trying to break through the wall of shields and spears.
The warriors held.
However, this kind of formation was good against people, not creatures distracted by hunger and bloodlust. The animals would find even the smallest cracks in their defenses. They were strong and their heavy bodies piled on top of the shields, crushing them. They weren’t afraid of spears or swords. The dead bodies of their fellow beasts didn’t deter them.
They smelled flesh, blood, and fear, smells that intoxicated and lured them in.
The wall broke down and Hadjar shouted, “Put away your spears! Fight!”
Throwing the spears aside, the warriors took up their weapons: swords, axes, hammers, maces, bludgeons, and chains. They rushed into battle with the enemy. It was claw versus metal, fangs versus teeth.
Hadjar and Nero were in the thick of it. Their blades sliced through flesh and bone. Their Techniques impaled and dismembered dozens of creatures. Standing back to back, they sank deeper and deeper into the blood-soaked earth. They were covered in so much sweat and dirt that they didn’t look like people anymore.
With every swing of his blade, Hadjar began to feel his heart beating faster. He was enjoying the battle, but… He wanted to discard his sword and bite into his foes, tear them apart with his bare hands.
The General suppressed his inner beast and swung, sending an enraged dragon flying out of his blade.
Serra’s spell hit.
It was the same spell that had once served as a signal in the battle against the nomads.
A rain of white fire and lightning came down from the sky. It struck right in front of the dome, turning the beasts’ bodies into cold ash. The animals howled, growled in anger, and then ran away from the fire and death.
Feeling somewhat relieved, Hadjar continued to fight the beasts that had managed to break through the dome.
He stabbed and slashed the enemy with dogged determination. Dirt covered his entire body and only his blue eyes shone furiously, a clear sign that the Lord of the Heavens had been awakened by the battle.
With each new life taken, an inhuman roar tore itself from his throat.
His sword flashed, bones and bodies crunched under his feet, and the blood in his veins boiled.
After a while, his blade sparked.
It took Hadjar a moment to realize that it was the spark of steel meeting steel. He was already turning around, ready to crush the enemy with all his might, but he was stopped by a familiar voice: “Calm down, Hadj. It’s me.”
Immediately, despite the haze that had settled over him during the furious battle, Hadjar was able to recognize his friend’s face, which was also covered in dirt and blood.
They stood there, in the middle of the parade ground full of the bodies of animals and people alike. It was a disgusting mix of corpses, blood, and earth. Behind the dome, the lightning bolts kept striking, but it was clear that the majority of the horde had moved on—toward the forests, fields, and valleys. They’d spread out there, settle down, and find new pastures and hunting grounds.
“We-”
“We survived,” Hadjar nodded. “We survived…”
[Completion of the event recording: “Coding Anomaly…’]
He couldn’t bring himself to call it a victory. But in this world where only strength ruled, survival was sometimes more important than any kind of victory. And they’d survived.
Hadjar sank to the ground, right into the mud and blood.
He would have time to give orders, send people to gather wood for funeral pyres, to visit the thousands of wounded in the hospital, to shake the village chief’s hand, and, perhaps, even dispatch some soldiers to assist in the restoration of the villages… later.
All of that could wait.
Right now, he was just interested in staring up at the sky as large, white snowflakes fell down.
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 “This time, my General…” The healer of the Bear squad was bandaging Hadjar’s wounds after applying some of the healing mixture to them. “You came far too close to residing in your forefathers' house.”
Hadjar didn’t move. He was on the same bed where his comrade had lain a few months ago while dying from the sect Master’s poison. After that battle, it had seemed to Hadjar like the hospital had been overcrowded due to all the wounded.
He’d learned just how wrong he’d been back then. After the invasion of the beasts, there had been so many wounded soldiers that they’d had to build some new barracks immediately. They’d built them on the parade ground, which meant they’d had to disassemble all the training equipment and even level some of the pavilions.
The bodies of the people who’d died in the battle or succumbed to their wounds afterward had already been piled up, although only one day had passed. The soldiers were tired after having to carry firewood all the way from the plains to erect the funeral pyres.
Many of the soldiers looked at Hadjar with respect bordering on worship. Some of the wounded that were in the same hospital as him, despite the terrible pain they were in and their impending deaths, sometimes tried to get up and salute him.
There was a lack of healers, so every soldier who wasn’t busy with other duties was assisting the healers. Hadjar saw Lian, despite being lightly wounded herself, bandaging someone; Helion, who had lost several fingers on his left hand, was consoling a warrior who was on his deathbed.
“Thank you,” Hadjar nodded.
He got up, and one of the soldiers was  immediately placed in his bed. Bleeding, missing his legs and hands, he was delirious and kept calling for his daughter.
The General left the hospital because he was just lightly wounded, like thousands of others. The doctors would quickly deal with them and then move on to more serious injuries.
The invasion of the beasts may have been over, but it had caused considerable damage, like any other natural disaster would have.
If the nearest pavilion of the sect attacked them at that moment, even the memory of Hadjar’s army would be purged. Hadjar walked among the sick like a farmer through a trampled field.
Sometimes, the soldiers saluted him, but more often than not, they just welcomed him with a simple, “My General.”
Nero had miraculously ended up with only a few scratches and bruises, so he was supervising the construction of fortifications around the passage in the magical barrier. It would take at least a week for Serra to replenish her power reserves and close the arch she had created.
As he approached his tent, Hadjar looked up at the high cliffs.
He’d already gotten used to the heavy, gray blanket that covered the endless vault of heaven. He was used to the wind and the blizzards that would only occasionally let up. Now, as he looked at the blue sky and the buds appearing on the trees in the forest, he knew that winter was over. Unfortunately, the reprieve they’d won was over as well.
The delay in their war against the sect, which should’ve given them the opportunity to strengthen their position, had ended in a pyrrhic victory.
Hadjar entered his tent. Azrea, in her normal, tiny form, was sleeping on the table. She was a white, fluffy kitten with a beautiful pattern of black stripes. And yet, she had probably saved Hadjar's life during the battle by turning into a mighty tigress.
He stroked her as calmly and carelessly as before. The memory of the tigress she’d become didn’t frighten or deter him at all.
“So, you’re keeping secrets from me?” Hadjar asked, knowing that even cannon fire wouldn't be able to wake up the sleeping kitten. “You little minx. I hope someday you'll show me all of your abilities.”
He was about to lie down and sleep for a while when he caught her scent. Winter, waves, and wolves.
“She has no secrets,” Nehen said as she entered his tent.
They embraced, briefly pressing their foreheads together. It was strange, but Hadjar always felt a little calmer after one of these hugs.
Nehen, according to the soldiers’ reports, had actively protected the pavilion. She’d used her unique abilities with devastating efficiency, pitting animals against each other and forcing them to attack each other instead of the defenders.
Some would’ve called that dishonorable.
Hadjar didn't care about what some people thought.
“Check your chest, brave General,” Nehen whispered hotly.
Listening to her whisper, Hadjar felt odd. The appearance of the winter queen and the flames of the islanders hidden deep inside her soul combined in this witch to amazing effect.
“Which one?” The General looked around his tent. “I have plenty of them.”
“Open the one you want to open the least.”
After some thought, the General turned toward his bed incredulously and pulled out a small chest from beneath it. He deactivated Serra’s protective spell (luckily, she’d taught him how to do this) and looked inside. Where the Ancient Tigress' core had once lain on a velvet cushion, there was now nothing but a handful of multicolored powder.
“What is this?”
“She used her mother's strength,” Nehen knelt beside him. She ran her fingers over the shimmering dust. “She borrowed this power to help you, glorious General.”
Hadjar looked at little Azrea again.
So, she can’t grow and wasn't keeping any secrets from me... this tiny kitten sacrificed her only memory of her mother to save the life of a simple biped.
“They say dogs and wolves are the most loyal creatures in this world, General,” Nehen's smile looked charming and a little frightening in the dim lamplight. “But that’s not true. It’s easy to earn a dog’s loyalty and it will stay loyal until the end of its days. But a cat’s loyalty… You have to earn again and again… every day. However, if a person succeeds, there is no more faithful a friend than a cat. And no matter what size it is and what kind of organ is under its tail—it will protect you as fiercely as it would its own kin.”
This was probably the most he’d ever heard her say in one go. They rarely saw each other during the day, and at night, Hadjar and Nehen were often too busy letting out uncontrolled moans rather than exchanging any meaningful words.
The General put the chest back, deciding that he would deal with this later.
He went over to Azrea and stroked her smooth fur again. Perhaps he had more than two friends in this world.
“General!” The chief of intelligence barged into his tent.
Usually calm and pale, he looked sweaty and was very flushed; his green eyes burned with a bright flame.
“I have an urgent report, my General.”
“Go ahead,” Hadjar nodded.
“The sect... it...” the spymaster paused to catch his breath, and Hadjar was already preparing for the worst news imaginable. “All the pavilions have been abandoned, my General. They’ve concentrated their forces in the first pavilion—behind the Snake Gates.”
Hadjar blinked a couple of times, trying to understand the news.
“Are you sure?”
“Absolutely,” a bit of resentment at being doubted could be heard in the scout’s voice. “My men, as you’ve ordered, followed all their movements. When the invasion began, the beasts simply swept away everything from the second to the fourth pavilion. They had been abandoned long before our visit to the Chief.”
Hadjar sat down in his General's chair and pondered. He looked into the distance absently, stroking a purring Azrea and thinking.
That explained why the sect hadn’t punished the villagers and hadn’t tried to kill the General during the festival (a renegade assassin didn’t count). But, most importantly, it all made sense.
Hadjar presumed that the sect had learned about the invasion of the beasts around the same time as Nehen had. If the Patriarch had any sense at all, he wouldn't want to scatter his forces across six, or rather, five fronts. He would gather them all in one place, instead.
Perhaps he would arrange for a tournament within the sect to save the strongest of his subordinates. That was why the sixth pavilion had been so poorly defended.
After all the best disciples were safe, then they could evacuate the less valuable ones.
It was a good move. Very practical, but it hadn’t taken into account the possibility of the Moon Army surviving the beasts’ invasion.
And they had…
“Convene the War Council,” Hadjar ordered. “We’ll be fighting our last battle in this strange land soon enough.”




Chapter 159

The War Council gathered in the General's tent half an hour later, and the healer from the Bear squad was invited as well. He, currently, held the position of Chief Healer of the army. Serra, though reluctantly, also attended this meeting.
No one knew whether this reluctance was due to the presence of Nehen or the fact that Serra was once again getting involved in the affairs of foreign countries.
Nehen, the witch from the Isles, was sitting next to Hadjar. The officers looked at her with some reproach, as the adjutant traditionally sat on the General’s right side. Alas, after the incident with Colin Larvie, Hadjar had refused to promote someone to that position.
Besides, everyone was aware of the witch’s power.
“My General,” the spymaster stood up. “May I?”
Hadjar nodded and the leader of the scouts began his report. Hadjar, since he’d already heard it, examined his commanding officers instead. Apart from Nero, everybody looked as injured as their General. Even the plump Simon, who was normally afraid to pick up a simple knife, had a bandaged right cheek and was very proud of it. Taking into account the three big, bloody cuts he had there, the best purchasing officer of the army (Hadjar hated the fact that the title belonged to someone as deceitful and cunning as Simon) would soon be flaunting rather horrible scars that looked like they’d be long enough to stretch from his nose to his cheekbones.
Hadjar didn’t even know how he’d managed to get grabbed by a beast.
“The mountains are abandoned all the way up to Black Peak,” Helion muttered after listening to the spymaster's report.
Hadjar gave the officers plenty of time to consider this new information before asking his question.
“Do you have any suggestions?” Hadjar asked quietly, continuing to stroke the sleeping Azrea.
It calmed his battle-hungry heart. The warmth of the kitten and her furry coat seemingly washed away the bloodstains on his soul and cooled his burning rage.
“We have to fix the ice fortifications, my General,” Tuur grabbed the pointer and moved a few blocks on the map with it. “We have enough White Ape cores left to plug the holes in the wall. The blacksmiths can produce more new guns in a couple of weeks. We'll repair everyone’s armor, make more arrows and explosives, and my men will erect an obstacle course around the perimeter. The enemy won’t be able to get to us, and we’ll continue to grow stronger.”
“That all sounds great, Officer Tuur,” Simon took the pointer. His gaze had become much manlier after the invasion, to everyone's surprise, and he was now much tougher and even more confident. “My men will have to go deep into the forest to make arrows. Who knows what kind of monsters have settled there after the recent events? Don’t forget that some of my people are already working with the villagers.”
“We can call them back,” Tuur shrugged. “If we manage to repel the attacks of the sect, and then defeat it, everybody wins.”
The officers pondered this. Hadjar didn’t agree with Tuur’s plan, but didn’t say so immediately. The neuronet was actively processing everything; the more information it received, the easier it was for it to formulate one of its own plans. Based on its suggestions, Hadjar could then come up with another one of his ‘crazy’ ideas.
He constantly convened War Councils for this exact purpose. The neural network was a very useful tool, but the General was just a regular swordsman without the advice of experienced and knowledgeable people to help it work.
“You're forgetting an important detail, Tuur,” Nero rose and approached the map. “No one can guarantee that the sect won’t start preparing for an all-out assault while we’re taking care of the fortifications.”
“We can endure their attacks, just like we withstood the beast invasion.”
“What are you talking about?” Helion roared. “Maybe the engineers didn't notice, but most of the soldiers are either lying on medical beds or waiting for the smoke of the pyres to take them to the next life!”
Tuur squinted and gripped the pointer tightly, his fingers turning white.
“Are you trying to imply that my soldiers didn’t take part in that battle?”
“I’m not implying anything. I'm telling the truth. While we were fighting, you were hiding in the caves!”
“How dare you! You uneducated-”
Hadjar didn't have to slap his hand on the table or raise his voice. He just let everyone feel his energy, which was soaked with a dragon’s rage. This was enough to make the flames on the torches tremble, the shadows to become thicker, and the numerous weapons spread out on the chests to look almost… hungry.
The officers that had started the useless argument immediately straightened their backs, saluted, and sat down. They kept shooting each other hateful looks but remained silent.
“I agree with Helion, oddly enough.”
Everyone present was astonished by Lian’s words. The leader of the archers agreed with the head cavalryman as often as the moon rose with the sun, cherries blossomed in winter, and time reversed its flow.
They were like oil and water, or, more aptly, fire and alcohol.
“With all due respect, Tuur,’ Lian turned toward the confused engineer. “You haven’t seen what we have. You weren't there during the battle against the sixth pavilion, either. You just don't know what you're suggesting. We won’t be able to sit behind fortifications. The sect will simply destroy us.”
Tuur sighed. Perhaps he wanted to say something offensive in response, but eventually just waved his hand dismissively and turned back to the map. He was a professional and knew when to admit his own mistakes. Any other kind of person wasn’t allowed to attend Hadjar’s War Council. The General couldn’t tolerate arrogant and stupid soldiers.
“How many wounded soldiers do we have?”
“About three hundred thousand, my General,” the Healer said immediately.
“How many of them will be able to take up arms within a week and a half?”
The tent was quiet. They looked at the General. They didn't notice even a hint of doubt or fear in his clear blue eyes.
“About seventy to eighty thousand of them.”
The man looked as if he’d been offered a chance to sell his soul to demons or his own mother to a cheap brothel. He understood that the Moon army could not survive the attack of the sect.
Unlike the engineers, the healers had often been in the thick of every battle. Even while under attack, they would carry the wounded away from the battlefield. While people were busy taking each other's lives, they were trying to save them.
There were no people Hadjar respected as much as the field medics.
“What will happen if we use the animals’ cores? We have more of them now than both Balium and Lidus.”
The silence was replaced by almost frightened whispers. Undoubtedly, they’d collected a rich harvest after the beasts’ invasion. But every practitioner knew how dangerous and painful it was to use those cores.
It retained all the rage and anger that the beast had felt during its lifetime if it wasn’t subjected to a special alchemical treatment first.
“One hundred thousand soldiers will be able to take up arms in that case,” the Chief Healer replied after a moment's thought. “That's the most you can hope for, my General. About fifty thousand of the wounded won’t live to see the dawn. An equal number of them will never again be able to take up arms. The rest, even with the help of the cores, will need at least a month to recover.”
“We don't have a month,” Hadjar said.
The General rose and stood beside Nero. They looked at the designation of ‘The Black Gates’ sect's main pavilion, the enemy they had to defeat before finally going back home.
“Just give the order, my General,” Lergon’s voice sounded exactly like a hammer striking steel. “My men will rise from their graves to fight under your banner in this battle.”
Hadjar had never doubted the devotion of the Baliumian. They’d been fighting against a common enemy.
“A week,” Hadjar said finally. The neuronet had finished its calculations. It gave this plan a 35% chance of success. “In a week, we’ll march on their Snake Gates.”
The tent was quiet for a while, and then the Council resumed for a few more hours. The officers discussed the details of the plan and offered new ideas, looking for ways to increase their chances of survival and victory in the upcoming battle. All the while, they tried to forget that in the main Palace of the sect, a Patriarch, someone at the level of a Heaven Soldier, was waiting for them.
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“It’s crazy, Hadj.”
Nero, who was smoking some strong tobacco, looked at the rows of pyres. Hundreds, no, thousands of fires carried the ashes of the fallen soldiers into the sky. There, the wind met the souls of the dead and escorted them to the house of their forefathers. No one knew whether they would find their relatives holding wine or rods. It depended only on what kind of life a person had lived, whether or not they’d been honest and brave, whether or not they’d been strong in spirit, whether or not they’d lived freely, and if they’d died with dignity.
Hadjar, after asking himself these questions, couldn’t say for sure what he would have been met with.
“What do you mean?” Hadjar asked, inhaling his own tobacco.
It helped him calm down almost as much as Azrea did. The kitten hadn’t been awake much since the end of the battle. However, meat would sometimes disappear from the special chest, so Hadjar knew that the kitten did wake up periodically.
“All of this,” Nero pointed to both the fires and the camp.
The soldiers were singing a funeral song. Some of them were playing the Ron'Jah while others played the drums. Hadjar couldn’t remember the last time he’d held a musical instrument. Recently, all he held in them was either a sword or the fate of millions of people. The second burden, surprisingly, became easier to carry with each passing day.
“How much time will pass after our victory before Lidus sends troops to Balium?”
Hadjar looked at Nero. He saw only the glow of the funeral pyres in his friend's eyes.
“I don't know,” the General admitted. “A year or two.”
“Madness,” Nero repeated. “Today, we fight alongside Lergon and his men, but soon enough…”
Hadjar looked down. The sixth pavilion was clearly visible from where they stood. It looked like a reflection of the night sky. Only the stars on the black canvas weren’t emitting silver light, but red and orange lights instead. Smoke rose into the sky as music, guiding the souls on their last journey, filled the air.
It was like a place full of lost memories sending their light on a journey of a million miles and thousands upon thousands of years.
“But I'm glad you're confident in our victory,” Hadjar exhaled a ring of smoke and put out his pipe. He pocketed it and checked if his sword was securely sheathed.
“What's the point of going to battle without that certainty?” Nero was surprised. “Don't forget, you owe me a hundred Alpha Cores.”
If Hadjar had still been smoking, then he surely would’ve choked.
“Why?”
“Who made me go hunting for The White Apes? Who jumped over the ice wall and into the horde of monsters? Who am I risking my ass for every day? It, by the way, is one of a kind. And, imagine that, I want to keep it intact! You're always dragging me to places where I end up in mortal danger.”
Hadjar didn't know whether to resent him or to laugh. The blond warrior was clearly joking, but that didn't mean that there wasn’t some truth to his words.
“If it hadn't been for me, you would’ve never met Serra. So, consider my wedding gift to you both to be... the wedding itself.”
“That wasn’t your doing,” Nero chuckled, putting some more tobacco in his pipe. “It was the will of the gods.”
Gods…
Hadjar looked up at the sky. He wondered if there truly were gods in this world. If there were beasts that could turn into people, and there were people who had been freed from the shackles of time, then maybe the gods actually existed as well. Hadjar ended up with too many questions and no answers for any of them.
“Derger would be pleased with you,” Nero said. “Three years ago, we were in line for the army exam together.”
Hadjar looked down again.
“And now we’re looking at funeral pyres.”
“It could be worse,” Nero exhaled smoke that immediately mixed with the pillars of ash. “We could be in there with them.”
Hadjar didn’t argue. He didn't have time for it. Serra was climbing the stone stairs to the top of the cliff. Despite the imminent arrival of spring and the changing direction of the wind, the nights were still cool. Serra was wrapped in a wool shawl, wearing long skirts and wolf fur boots.
The latter, Hadjar was certain, she wore mostly because of Nehen.
Women…
Hadjar nodded to Serra and she nodded back. A few minutes later, the General gave the lovers some privacy. They stood arm in arm, in absolute silence and tranquility. They needed it no less than the ordinary soldiers needed to get drunk and play funeral songs.
Every soldier knew that they’d been lucky to survive, that the gods were merciful, and that they should be happy they weren’t burning in a pyre or writhing on a bed in the healer’s tent. But the battle to come still inspired dread…
Hadjar went down the stone stairs, passing through the ranks of soldiers who all saluted him. Someone offered him a Ron’Jah, but Hadjar refused. He wasn't sure he could play it anymore.
He returned to his tent, expecting to find Nehen in it, but the witch had left. Despite her being part of a pack of wolves, she often behaved like a cat. Sometimes she was tender, other times she would bite and scratch without any real provocation, and sometimes she would just go off on her own.
It was stupid to deny that he liked this constant battle of wills. She kept him on his toes, allowing him to escape from his problems and worries as a General. Maybe that's why Nehen did it.
Hadjar had never understood the female mind, and he wasn’t even going to bother trying to understand how a witch thought.
The General spent a few minutes trying to polish the weapons of Moon Leen and Dragon’s Tooth. They were the weapons of two generals whose lives had been worthy of bards writing a heroic epic in their honor. Maybe they'd already done so and the songs just hadn't reached Hadjar yet.
At end of the war, when (if) they went back through that ill-fated pass, he would bury their weapons where the lives of the mighty generals had ended.
Hadjar sat down on the bed and assumed the Lotus position. He wasn't planning to waste too much time—he was about to face the most difficult battle of his life after all.
Fate had led him to the foot of the sect Patriarch's throne, and he couldn’t abandon the path now. Hadjar wasn’t arrogant, but he was the strongest warrior in his army, as a General should be…
If he didn’t fight the Patriarch himself, the man would easily be able to destroy a tenth of the already damaged Moon Army. That’s why Hadjar was diving once more into the bottomless river of energy that flowed through all things. He had hoped to get close to the Sword spirit aura, but instead of being in the river and seeing the distant blade’s silhouette, he found himself in an endless plain.
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Hadjar rose to his feet, realizing that he wasn’t in the river of energy at all. He wasn't just imagining having a body, either. It felt just as solid as it had in the real world.
The playful east wind ruffled his hair. It made the tall grass of the vast plain sway, creating the illusion that Hadjar was standing knee-deep in an emerald lake. There were a lot of boulders and rocks overgrown with moss and grass off to the side.
Fluffy, white clouds floated across the sky as if caressing the clear blueness of it. The sun was shining, warm and gentle, as if it was trying to warm up the frozen soul of the General who’d survived the winter.
Hadjar leaned over and plucked a blade of grass. He licked it and then bit into it. The bitter juice ran down his lips.
It wasn't bitter enough.
Hadjar closed his eyes and tried to catch the wind. The free and careless wind. It remained silent.
For the first time in his life, the wind was silent.
The clouds were moving too slowly.
The sun wasn’t bright enough.
The whole world around him was slightly lifeless. But that was enough to let him realize that his consciousness had become a part of a game once more.
“Illusions have always been my passion,” a familiar voice said.
A figure appeared, standing on a stone near Hadjar. It looked as if it had come from the sky and the horizon and had been made from the clouds and the deep blue of the sky itself. It was a tall man dressed in clothes of the same color as his image. The azure silk looked so expensive and masterfully tailored that Hadjar doubted that clothes like these could have been made even in the Empire.
Long, black hair fluttered in the wind. It seemed like it was trying to compete with the azure ribbons along the edges of the exquisite clothes. His long sleeves floating behind him, and golden ribbons decorated a broad, emerald belt that shone in the rays of the sun.
The man wasn’t young, but he was handsome. His hair hadn’t turned gray yet, but his age was reflected in his deep eyes, where a narrow spindle had replaced a round pupil.
The creature that had given him a new life stood in front of Hadjar. The dragon looked at him. His hair framed his long, powerful horns and a tail could be seen among the ribbons. The tail looked similar to both a tree branch and a peacock’s feather.
“Greetings, honorable Lord of the Heavens,” Hadjar bowed.
Traves smiled slightly, showing off a row of inhuman teeth.
“Time has taught you manners, mortal,” his voice was deeper and... Stronger than it had been in their past meeting.
“A lot of things have happened since we last spoke. They must’ve changed me more than I’d thought, venerable Traves.”
The dragon in human form was staring at the man whose eyes had a dragon dancing within them. They stood in the middle of an endless sea of green grass and white clouds.
Finally, the dragon waved his hand and a table and two chairs appeared in front of him.
“Tell me about your adventures, mortal.”
“I'm afraid I don't have time for this,” Hadjar bowed again. “I have to fight a battle soon.”
“The battle will wait for you forever, Hadjar Durant, Prince of the Dead Kingdom. Someday, you'll learn to appreciate moments of simple conversation.”
Hadjar felt the deep wisdom behind his teacher’s words. He had given Hadjar his life force and heart in order to allow the Prince to get his justice, but the dragon was hoping to get his own revenge in the process. Even though Traves hadn’t yet said what he would ask for in return for his gift, Hadjar knew that it wouldn’t be a simple task.
Still, he couldn't afford to spend hours chatting when he was facing the prospect of having to fight a true cultivator.
“Only the essence of your mind is here, Hadjar. Time isn’t a barrier to the mind. We’ll talk as much as we want with the help of our thoughts. A thought can pierce space, time, and even reality.”
Hadjar thought about this for a while. Simply put, Traves was doing something similar to what the Shadow of the Immortal had done.
“Then let me tell you my story.”
Hadjar sat down at the table. A bowl of wine appeared in front of him. The wine was sweet and fragrant, but not too sweet or fragrant. Hadjar recounted the years that had passed since their last meeting.
He told the dragon about his battle with Colin, about meeting the Lord of Nightmares, Helmer, about the battle with the nomads, how he’d become a General, how he’d done everything in his power to save his friend, how he’d dishonorably captured a whole city, how he’d besieged the sixth pavilion of the sect, how he’d decimated the White Apes to survive the invasion of the beasts.
He talked about Azrea and Nehen, about how he’d killed someone whose brother had been killed by Hadjar in the battle. He spoke about how a million and a half Baliumians had joined his army to fight against their own countrymen, how he knew that their victory at the Black Gates would leave Balium defenseless, and how Lergon, the Baliumian officer, also understood this.
Hadjar kept talking and drinking wine. He sometimes had trouble thinking, his eyes would get heavy, and his head seemed to be stuffed with cotton. He wasn't drunk, he wasn't sober—he just didn't know what to do.
His life had been simple and clear before. He’d had a sword and a goal he wanted to achieve using that sword. Now he was responsible for the lives of millions of people. Their destinies, their families, their lives… all of it was his burden to bear.
“Hadjar Duran, you have accomplished more in three years than many mortals manage to do in their entire lifetime.” Traves waved his hand and a chessboard appeared in front of them. “The first time you should’ve met with me was after reaching the level of a true cultivator, but... at the time, you were only at the level of the Bodily Rivers. I had planned for our second meeting to happen when you reached the middle stage of the Heaven Soldier level, but... You are only at the Transformation of the Mortal Shell stage right now.”
Hadjar looked at the chessboard and couldn’t understand why the dragon had created it in his illusion.
“I can't give you any advice, Hadjar Duran,” the dragon in human form continued. “For I am no more than the shadow’s shadow of a dead dragon, a lesser being than the spirit you met in the tomb of the Immortal. I am only the guardian of my memory, the examiner, and, if necessary, the executioner.”
The executioner?
For some reason, Hadjar didn't like the way their conversation was going.
“You remember my Palace and library that I showed you when we met for the first time.”
Hadjar wanted to point out that they’d first met in an underwater grotto, but he chose not to nitpick and simply nodded.
“I told you we'd meet four times. In the first meeting, you passed the test of spirit and I gave you the meditation Technique and the sword Technique. Now it's time for the second test, Hadjar Duran. The test of your mind. If you pass, I'll let you choose another Technique that isn't bound by my vows. If you fail this test…” Traves' eyes became amber, almost gold, and completely inhuman. Hadjar had been haunted by the memory of them for years. “Then I’ll take my heart back from you and your journey will end in this illusory valley. Now, make your first move, Hadjar Duran.”
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 “Plan the first move,” Hadjar ordered.
He waited two seconds for his neuronet to click, but... the neural network didn’t click, even after the second or third time he gave the order. Hadjar did not panic and wasn’t even that surprised. He realized that he would have to rely on his own wits in this situation.
He didn't know why the neural network wasn’t responding. He didn't know why it wasn't obeying his orders, but at the moment, he didn't care. Traves sat before him, in human form. Hadjar quietly adjusted his position on the carved, wooden chair he was sitting on and looked at the chessboard again. The dragon had chosen the black chess pieces, leaving the white color to his opponent.
Hadjar gave the order to the neural network one last time, making sure that the computing chip truly wasn’t able to break through the illusion. In this battle of wits, Hadjar could only fight using what was rightfully his, no external help allowed.
Hadjar took the pawn facing his opponent’s queen and then an uninvited scene appeared before his eyes. Hundreds, thousands… No, millions of soldiers were saluting him and were ready to rush into battle against the same endless amount of enemy warriors. All of their lives and all of their destinies depended on the determination of their General at this particular moment.
Every second Hadjar spent lowering his piece, the pawn became heavier, the cry of the soldiers became more belligerent, and indecision festered in his heart. Finally, Hadjar moved it two squares forward.
He’d been taught well in the Royal Palace. He’d repeatedly played chess against South Wind, who, using it as a sort of model, had taught the Prince the basics of army management, tactics, and strategy.
Traves moved a pawn forward, accompanying his action with the words:
“You're playing without a strategy.”
Hadjar had felt very different when he’d been playing this game with his first teacher. In those days, he hadn’t felt the huge army of soldiers ready to give their lives at the first order of their General when he moved a pawn. Sacrificing the figures back then hadn’t felt like sending hundreds of thousands of people to their deaths.
His pieces fought against Traves’ own. They set traps for each other, and even after seeing them in advance, they still rushed into the enemy’s ambush at both of their orders.
Nothing leads to victory faster than a trap destroyed from within. The moment when the enemy expects that their foe is hopelessly ensnared and their deaths are inevitable is when they are even more vulnerable than the ones who actually fell into the trap.
Hadjar sacrificed a knight to win some space on the board. He heard horses neighing as they were killed by a volley of guns. He heard people dying in agony, staring at their own severed arms and legs. He knew their pain, felt their fear, but still wouldn’t have made any other choice.
He needed that space to maneuver. He sent pawns forward, hearing foot soldiers dying in close combat. He did this only to make a move with his rook and the remaining knight.
Traves easily sacrificed a knight of his own. Now Hadjar was the one who’d sent his soldiers in to trample and destroy the defenseless cavalrymen that had gotten stuck in a trap.
They fought and fought. Two generals, both safely removed from the battle, sitting at a table made of wood and copper. They drank wine and threw away other people's lives as simply as the gods did with their own.
Hadjar didn’t know how Traves had lived his life. How many enemies he had defeated, how many of them he’d sent to the forefathers, how many centuries he’d spent wandering on the path of cultivation and why he had been chained up in an underwater grotto. The only thing Hadjar came to understand during their battle was that Traves had never been a General.
He hadn’t led any armies. He hadn’t held the threads of their fate. He hadn’t taken responsibility for his decisions and their deaths. He hadn’t signed orders to execute someone with his silence and hadn’t inspired hope with simple words.
Different paths in life had led to this chess battle. But... Hadjar was ready to fight, betting his life on the outcome. He felt the sacrifice of every pawn. It was like cutting off his own hand. His soldiers, his army, were part of him. And he was willing to sacrifice everything for them.
Just like his soldiers were ready to give their lives for him because they knew their General would never sit back in a tent.
The mad General Hadjar wouldn’t remain on the sidelines. His dragon roar would shake the battlefield. He would charge ahead of his army and pave its way to victory with his own sword.
Hadjar took the king piece and sent him into battle.
He fought Traves, and the valley turned from emerald to crimson. The world had become a battlefield above which hungry ravens circled. It smelled of death and blood.
Hadjar had gotten used to it.
He’d gotten used to the stench because…
“You win, Hadjar Duran.”
The black king fell over with a crash and rolled across the board. It was now a lifeless piece of wood, which it had been all along.
They looked into each other's eyes. Man and dragon. Dragon and man.
“Just like last time, you weren't testing my mind at all, were you?”
Traves nodded.
“My tests, like life’s own, are never what they seem to be at first glance.”
Hadjar looked at his figures. He only had a few pawns and two rooks left. He‘d been able to checkmate the enemy king with their help. But that hadn’t been the point: the screams of the dying, the blood… the death. Hadjar had forgotten what he was fighting for. And only now, after the battle between black and white, had he remembered.
He remembered what he’d fought and bled for, something that was even more important than his own life and the lives of his soldiers.
Hadjar didn't know if Traves had already been planning to bring his mind here before or if this had been done to help him, but he bowed to his master nonetheless.
“Thank you, venerable dragon.”
Traves nodded and waved his hand. The table and chairs disappeared along with the chessboard, and the emerald valley covered in blood evaporated. They were once again standing in a Palace so luxurious that mere mortals could never hope to build something like it.
“As I promised, Hadjar Duran, I’ll let you pick out another Technique.” Thousands of scrolls appeared in front of Hadjar. Knowledge about them flowed into Hadjar's mind in a never-ending stream. There were Techniques in here that could make his body as strong as a Spirit level artifact.
Techniques that would allow him to move as quickly as the wind, to control fire and magma, to hit his enemy at a distance of a hundred steps or more. There were Techniques that would grant him flight, ones focused on emptiness, even time and space itself. They contained the answers to many mysteries, promised him unparalleled strength and freedom. But all of them lacked what Hadjar wanted most—a way to get to the Sword Spirit.
Traves admitted that he’d never been strong in the way of the sword and that his most powerful Techniques were associated with illusions, which were what the dragon was most skilled at.
And only one of the thousands of Techniques offered Hadjar a way to walk further along his chosen path.
“Do you really want to choose this one?” The dragon asked.
Hadjar was holding out the scroll titled ‘The Chosen Path’. It was a Technique that enabled a practitioner to change their energy. Gradually, over thousands of years, thanks to this Technique, the energy in a person’s body would begin to transform. It would move away from the crystal clear River and approach the Spirit that the practitioner had chosen.
“If you start learning this Technique, there’s no going back,” Traves said, cautioning Hadjar. “There are so many mysteries and paths of cultivation in this world, Hadjar Duran, that even my teachers didn’t know about all of them. If you choose the way of the Sword now, you might soon discover that you don’t have enough talent to continue on that path. I urge you to reconsider your choice.”
Hadjar understood the dragon’s concern. He knew that by starting to use the ‘Chosen Path’ Technique, he’d deny himself any other options. He’d never be able to achieve any success on the other paths. He wouldn’t be able to control fire or wind, he wouldn’t get to master illusions and time.
He’d be alone with his blade for centuries, for thousands of years even. Either he’d achieve greatness, or he’d perish as quickly and ingloriously as many other mortals had before him.
Seeing the iron will in the man’s blue eyes, Traves sighed and nodded. “So be it. You’ve passed the test. There are two more. They’ll be more dangerous and even more difficult. Only if you pass them all will I tell you the price you need to pay for my heart and free you from the threat of me ending your life.”




Chapter 163

Traves touched Hadjar’s forehead and he disappeared, leaving the dragon standing alone in the vast, endless plain. Traves’ eyes looked into the distance. They pierced time and space. The shadow of the shadow of a once majestic Lord of the Heavens contemplated recent events.
His revenge was approaching, but along with it, as Hadjar Duran became stronger, the end of his artificial half-life was drawing closer as well.
With a sigh and a sad smile, Traves turned around and disappeared among the white clouds.
At that moment, Hadjar fell into the depths of the River. He sank deeper and deeper, farther than he’d ever gone before. The pressure kept increasing. He could feel every cell, every hair on his body being struck by thousands of heavy hammers trying to crush him, annihilate him, turn him into the dust an impudent man like him deserved to become. Someone who dared to explore the secrets and mysteries of this world far too early deserved no better.
Tens of thousands of silhouettes, exuding the energy of ancient Spirits, flashed in front of Hadjar’s eyes. He saw a priestess sacrificing herself to the fire; a huge warrior wielding a gigantic hammer.
He saw the dance of razor-sharp, silk ribbons; a staff that created a tsunami with one swing, one that crashed against the mountains and even reached the distant sky above.
These sights didn’t trouble Hadjar at all. He swam past the countless colorful Spirits who kept promising him power and might. The farther down he went, the simpler the Spirits became. The warriors and priestesses disappeared, leaving only flames and water behind. Blacksmiths disappeared and only their hammers now flickered in the depths of the bottomless River of world energy.
Hadjar ignored them all.
His essence craved only one thing. Feeling his mind and body weakening with every movement he made, the General tried to get closer to the silhouette of the Sword. Distant and elusive, it didn’t try to move toward him, but floated away instead. Every time he forced himself onward, it would move backwards.
The spirit was like starlight, just a fleeting vision, like the first love you could never recapture again.
It was simultaneously so close and so far away, unattainable, pure and strong.
The energy waves it emitted cut through not just Hadjar’s skin, but also his very mind. Like a woodworker, the spirit was cutting off everything superfluous and unnecessary, turning the warrior into something greater.
Hadjar gave himself to the feeling, plunging into the depths. He reached out for the steel light. He bled, but didn’t lose blood. He was giving up fragments of his memories. He forgot his mother’s laugher, the games he’d played with Elaine, the feeling of his friend’s strong back against his own, Nehen’s smell and eyes, Azrea…
Hadjar screamed, but his cry was no more than a delusion in this merciless River of energy, where there was no past, no future, no present. Only eternity. Hadjar dissolved in this ‘eternity’.
His hands trembled, his body convulsed. He was no longer submerging himself, no longer reaching for the distant and powerful spirit.
Hadjar was drowning.
Plummeting and losing his very essence along the way.
He tried to breathe in a little bit of ‘air’, but instead felt only the caress of the hungry and cold abyss.
“You’re unworthy,” the Sword whispered, “You’re unworthy…”
Hadjar knew it was telling the truth.
Along the way to the peak of the Black Mountains, where the sect’s Snake Gates were located, he’d lost everything he could be proud of. He’d lost the honor and dignity that Haver and the Master had instilled in him. He could no longer see the clear and wide path that South Wind’s wisdom had led him to.
His mother’s words sounded like an alarm: “The martial arts world won’t make you happy... Run…”
“Run,” echoed in his fading consciousness.
“Run from yourself. Run from your enemies. Run from the Heavens and Earth.”
“You’re unworthy,” came the echo of the Spirit of the Sword’s voice, “you’re unworthy…”
Hadjar’s body twitched for the last time and froze.
He drowned in that River, buried under the weight of a vast and uncaring world.
And yet…
The roar of a dragon shook the river! Small ripples appeared on its surface, as if a stone had been thrown into the depths of a well. But even these ripples were enough for the waves of energy to spread across the sixth pavilion. The energy that could cut through the Heavens. The dragon’s roar, full of rage and anger, echoed it.
Hadjar rushed forward. He ordered his memories and feelings to return and they obeyed. He ordered his hands to take up the sword and Moon Beam appeared in his rough palms once again.
The Mad General swung his blade and, with the confident gait of a fearless warrior, started fighting the very essence of all swords. Their spirit. He couldn’t win. He couldn’t even survive. Nevertheless, after each new death, after each wave of the energy that turned him into dust, he ordered himself to get back up and keep going.
He got up.
He kept going.
Hadjar didn’t know how long this lasted—thousands or millions of years. He died, was reborn, and refused to back down. It was just him, his sword, and the foe in front of him—the distant Spirit of the Sword whose power he was going to take for himself.
The people in the outside world covered their heads with their hands. They tried to hide from the raging wind that had suddenly started howling. They felt the energy of the Sword. Only two people understood what was happening.
The imperial librarian looked up from a letter. He looked toward the General’s tent and shuddered. The unstoppable warrior in loose clothes appeared before his eyes. He stood among mountain peaks falling to the ground, cut off with a single slash of his simple, dark blade.
The sect Patriarch opened his eyes. For the first time in a hundred years, he stopped his meditation. A predatory smile appeared on his face. Drums thundered, the gods and demons cried out—his Enemy was here. The one he would meet in glorious battle that the bards would sing about. His Enemy’s fate would be used to frighten young, disobedient children. The Patriarch issued orders.
The librarian tried to calm down. Both of the true cultivators knew what this all meant.
Hadjar moved forward.
He couldn’t catch the elusive image of the Sword, couldn’t get closer to it. He only managed one step. But even that single step was enough for him to feel a new power in his body.
In the General’s tent, a warrior sitting in the lotus position opened his eyes. A steel glade was now visible within them, alongside the brilliant blue color and the dragon’s twining rings. The glade was so sharp it looked like it could cut all it saw.
Hadjar looked at Moon Beam, which he had miraculously summoned from the sheath near his bed.
A year ago, he’d become ‘One with the World’. He no longer had trouble using that power, and had accepted it completely. Now he was looking at his sword. The world hadn’t created the sword.
The sword had been made by people. They’d given birth to the Sword spirit, as well as all the other Spirits, which had then become the quintessence of the countless paths of cultivation.
Hadjar waved his hand, launching a strike with his blade.
It cut through the canopy of the tent, crossed a distance of 52 steps and left behind a deep gouge in the black rock.
He hadn’t become a ‘Wielder of the Sword’ yet, but even now his skills exceeded the limit of those who had fully mastered their weapons. Such practitioners and cultivators could hit a target at a distance of fifty paces. Hadjar had already left this limitation behind.
He looked at the cut on the rock and returned to his meditation.
He now understood the meaning of the ‘Spring Wind’ stance.
Hadjar trained and meditated until morning. Just before dawn, Nehen came to look for him, having sensed that something was amiss. She was shocked to see, among the many scars left behind by whips and swords, that a silver tattoo had appeared on Hadjar’s back. At first glance, it looked like a beetle, but when she took a closer look, she saw it was actually hundreds of blades.
[Irreversible changes in the host’s energy structure. Continuation of the analysis and metadata collection]
The Spirit of the Sword had marked its follower.
It had accepted him.
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Very few people could get close to Hadjar without being noticed. By him or by his neural network. After his visit to Traves’ ‘kingdom’, the General had feared that the computing chip was out of order, but it wasn’t. It was still perfectly okay (as far as such a thing could be called okay). It even told the time.
Hadjar was washing away his sweat in the grotto and he thought that he was alone. Hearing the familiar female voice threw him for a moment. But the General still grabbed Moon Beam, turned around, and pointed it at the witch who had just entered the grotto.
“It fits you,” Nehen’s voice sounded like the rustling of leaves.
After sitting down on the edge of the stone bath, she lifted up her skirts slightly and lowered her feet into the shimmering blue water. The healer of the Bear squad had said that there were special plants in the grotto that emitted the light and helped speed up one’s recovery. Most of the officers knew about it and used the grotto as a way to deal with wounds and soreness after training.
“I think I should trim that for you,” Hadjar pointed to the long hair that fell below her collarbones with a smirk.
“That’s what you want to do right now?” She asked with a smile.
Nehen ran her fingers invitingly over the water. She didn’t need to ask the General twice. A second later, he was standing next to her. Her legs were smooth and soft, but strong muscles could still be felt underneath that softness.
The witch threw her arms around Hadjar’s neck, moving her fingers across his back. Upon touching the tattoo, she shuddered and tried to recoil, but Hadjar held on to her tightly.
Even more tightly than usual.
“What have you done, you stupid General?” Fear could be heard in Nehen’s usually dispassionate voice.
“I’ve acquired power.”
“Power? You’ve lost it!”
Hadjar frowned but didn’t release his grip. She had every right to disagree with him. Just like he was free to disagree with her.
“You could’ve been anything, you stupid General. Anything!”
“I still can.”
Nehen only shook her head sadly. She looked away. Hadjar noticed the mix of disappointment and regret in her eyes.
“Now you’ll forever belong to the Spirit of the Sword. You’ll never be like the spring wind.”
“I can still hear it whispering to me.”
Hadjar’s lips traced Nehen’s skin, white as snow and as soft as the finest silk. She shuddered at his every touch and tried to calm the slight tremor in her thighs.
“That’s all you’ll have now, you idiot. All your life you...” a loud moan escaped her throat, “will listen to its whispers, but won’t be able to…” she wriggled and Hadjar pulled the beauty into the water with him. He pulled off her numerous skirts and she helped him get rid of his leather pants, “…catch up to it. Stupid Gen-”
Another moan prevented her from speaking further. He made love to her as if tomorrow would never come. His lips captured her moans, his hands caressed her soft body. She gave herself to him completely.
Within the light coming from the water, their shadows merged into one repeatedly. They heard a polite cough coming from the entrance to the grotto, but they just kept lying there, leaning against the boards, and remained silent.
“General, you’re needed,” the bodyguard reported, trying not to look at their naked bodies.
Hadjar could often be seen naked, as he regularly trained on the parade ground. However, to an ordinary soldier, it was unusual to see the famous Mad General making… love. It didn’t fit with the aura of belligerence and defiance that Hadjar often projected.
“Thank you,” Hadjar said and motioned for the soldier to leave.
The man saluted and disappeared from the grotto as quickly as he’d arrived.
Hadjar played with Nehen’s hair, admiring her ample, firm bosom. He now understood why Nero adored and idolized women.
The General would’ve probably agreed to trade the whole world for a few more hours in this grotto. Alas, he couldn’t afford them. Neither could Nehen. They were both hostages of their own paths.
“Go, stupid General,” the witch stood up, letting the water stream down all the curves of her body.
Hadjar regretted that the water wasn’t his fingers and lips.
She writhed seductively and put her skirts back on and fastened the straps with a deliberate slowness. After adjusting and drying her hair with a few flickering hieroglyphs, she left Hadjar alone with a desire that flared up again just below his waist.
The General cursed, climbed out of the water, and went down the cliff where the entrance to the grotto was located.
He couldn’t see Nehen anymore, just smell the scent of her body and perfume on the rocks. It was pleasant, almost intoxicating. Hadjar banished it from his thoughts and looked at the officers waiting for him. Nero was also there. Even Simon looked worried and ready for action.
“I usually have to wait half an hour for you to arrive to the Military Council.”
“It’s urgent, Sir,” Helion saluted.
Hadjar nodded and took a small scroll from the cavalryman’s hands. At first, the General didn’t understand why Helion had held the scroll so squeamishly. After touching the material, however, he got it.
The message was written on a piece of skin. Human skin.
He unfolded and read it.
Cursing several times, he almost threw the scroll away. Coming to his senses, he returned it to Helion and ordered that it be stored with the other important documents.
The entire command staff went to the General’s tent and took their seats.
For a long time, there was a heavy, pregnant silence in the tent. It was like a black hole that pulled everything into it. There was no escape to be had from it.
Still silent, Hadjar looked at the map of the mountains and the imprint of his own hand which had replaced the first pavilion’s designation.
“They are beasts, not men,” Simon’s hoarse voice ended the silence, “beasts…”
Hadjar remembered the contents of the message. It had said that if Hadjar didn’t come to the Black Gorge (why was everything called Black Something in the Black mountains? That seemed tacky... Except for the entrance to the first pavilion, which was called the Snake Gates), the sect would do all it could to make the villagers’ lives a living hell. Anyone who didn’t have the sign of a sect disciple would be turned into one of their horses and be made to throw themselves off the rocks for the entertainment of the sectarians and to frighten their enemies.
On the one hand, why would Hadjar worry about the fate of the Baliumians? On the other, there were two million Baliumians fighting under his banner. If they found out that their allied General had allowed this to happen, then the soldiers from Lidus wouldn’t have to worry about the sect. Lergon and his people would be the ones to kill them.
“It’s a trap,” Lian gripped the hilt of her dagger tightly. “You mustn’t go there, my General.”
“Not alone, anyway,” Nero agreed. “We’ll go together like always, Hadj, side by side. We’re used to fighting entire armies like that by now.”
“You won’t be alone, Commander Nero,” Helion growled, “my people, Lian’s, Lergon’s, and Tuur’s as well, will spread across the trails of the Black Gorge. At your command, we’ll unleash our full might upon them.”
Lergon just nodded. He was too furious to speak, fearing that he would only be able to growl.
They kept talking, assuring Hadjar of their loyalty and readiness to fight alongside him.
The quieted when the General raised his hand.
“You’re right, Lian,” Hadjar said quietly. “It’s definitely a trap. They will most likely be waiting in ambush with everything they have.”
“In that case-”
“I’ll go alone.”
“But General!” The commanders jumped up from their seats in perfect unison, almost like they’d rehearsed it. Their attempts to contradict him were stopped by the mad glare they saw in the blue eyes of their General.
The commanders sat back down. They were ready to hear another one of Hadjar’s crazy plans.
He didn’t keep them waiting.




Chapter 165

Despite the arrival of spring, gray clouds loomed above Hadjar. They blocked out the sun. Crows could sometimes be glimpsed flying through them.
They would land on the black rocks and unleash an unholy cacophony, their red eyes glittering.
“Caw caw... Caw...” Echoed through the gorge.
Hadjar rode into it (it was more like a huge canyon than an actual gorge) on a white horse. Alas, the one he’d ridden before, while travelling through the villages, hadn’t survived the invasion of the beasts.
At first, Helion had wanted to give the General the best horse, but Hadjar had refused. He trusted his legs more than he did its hooves. Carrying his sword on his back, he rode quietly along the sandy bottom of the gorge. Crows sat on the skulls of people and animals, looking at this fool.
“Caw caw... Caw caw!” The sound of their disapproval was clearly heard.
Hadjar stared into the distance. There, a few miles away, the horizon had become black. Tens of thousands of soldiers stood with their swords drawn and spears leveled. The archers had bows made of a white material which resembled bone a great deal. Ahead of them stood another force. Wearing ordinary clothes, these warriors held various weapons, mostly scythes and sickles.
These were the sect disciples. As a group, they were little more than rabble, disorganized and undisciplined. However, they were the best practitioners in Balium. The sect made sure to select only the best of the best.
They raised black, white and red standards with the image of the gate entwined with a snake on them—the symbol of their sect—into the sky.
Their mounts stomped their hooves nervously. They were hybrids of bulls, horses, and goats that had several rows of sharp horns and impressive muscles.
According to Lergon, one of those creatures could easily break through their shield wall.
It wasn’t the thousands of troops that worried Hadjar, but the thing he’d mistaken for a cliff at first. However, he didn’t think a cliff could... move.
The General’s horse neighed and backed away, but Hadjar held on to the reins tightly. He spurred it forward. The animal was nervous and noticeably terrified. It couldn’t see the danger because of the blinders restricting its vision, but it could feel the threat even better than Hadjar himself.
Behind the sect’s troops was a huge bull. No, ‘huge’ wasn’t the right word to describe an animal that was larger than any of the mountain peaks Hadjar had seen.
Just one of this beast’s hooves could crush the whole fort at the Blue Wind ridge. Using its horns, you could dig a channel that would connect the East and West seas. Its fur was as thick as an actual forest, and its eyes glowed with a dark, deadly power and malicious intent.
The beast was probably at least a thousand feet tall and flocks of black crows circled around it. There was a wooden fortification on the monster’s neck from which dozens of eyes and twice as many bows and spears were pointed at Hadjar.
After patting his horse on the neck soothingly, Hadjar jumped down. Instead of armor, he wore simple, frayed clothes that looked like rags even a poor man would hesitate to put on, but the General felt more comfortable that way. The only changes to his usual appearance were his disheveled hair and a red cloak.
Ignoring the pressure of the huge monster and the enemy army, Hadjar approached the table in the middle of the gorge.
A couple of years ago, he’d stood among the ranks of the army and watched Moon Leen get ready for similar negotiations. Unlike her, he didn’t have a large army behind him, and his back wasn’t being watched by officers loyal to him.
Hadjar was walking toward the enemy army all alone.
The Masters stood near the table and the different number of beads showed Hadjar who they were: the Masters of the second, third, and fourth pavilion. The Master of the first pavilion was sitting at the table itself. He was the second most powerful man in the sect, after the Patriarch himself.
He was wearing gauntlets depicting the snarling visage of one of Derger’s dogs. His heavy mask, massive belt buckle that was more reminiscent of a small shield, and steel boots all showed the same thing as well. His muscular, scarred body was barely covered by blue and orange robes.
“Hail, Famous General,” the Master raised his wine bowl, greeting Hadjar.
The General sat down opposite him, poured himself some wine, and also greeted his enemy. He didn’t have to check the wine with his neural network to know it wasn’t poisoned.
The sectarians couldn’t afford to violate the rules of politeness and hospitality.
“I greet you, General, even though you treated our first ambassador poorly.”
“I can only assure you that he’d chosen his fate himself,” Hadjar shrugged.
The wine was so good that Simon would’ve sold his soul for only one jug of it. And possibly not just Simon.
Large organizations always made sure to follow the unwritten rules and laws. Their reputation depended on it.
“Like you, General,” green eyes flashed from beneath the mask. “Nobody has invited you to our lands. My sect hasn’t declared war on you. We haven’t fought Lidus in…”
“Nine centuries and seventeen years.”
The Master bowed his head to the side. It looked comical and terrifying at the same time.
“You know your history well.”
Hadjar sipped some more wine in silence.
In his mind, he went back to a time when he could happily run through the Palace corridors, seeking out new adventures.
***
Hadjar walked among the statues. Old and worn down, they were nevertheless a way to remember the past rulers. Those who’d died long before he’d been born. Hadjar’s small hands struggled to hold up a large torch. He almost dropped it on his feet but a strong hand helped him.
“Father.”
Haver stood near Hadjar. His father seemed to him like an impregnable mountain propping up the heavens themselves. Many others also saw him in such a light, not just the little Prince.
The King could afford to give a warm, friendly smile only to his son and wife.
Haver patted his son’s head. He took the torch from the child’s hands and held it up to the face of one of the sculptures. The face was powerful and vaguely resembled Haver’s own. Hadjar was still a child, but his mind was sharp.
“That’s…”
“My grandfather,” Haver nodded. “Your great-grandfather. Haver II the Defiant.”
Hadjar looked at the sculpture again. The ancient King was holding his broadsword and staring into the distance with a determined look on his face.
“I don’t remember him,” the King continued. “My father used to bring me and my brother here and tell us stories about his grandfather fighting against the sect of Balium. ‘The Black Gates’ was our greatest foe, once.”
“Lidus lost that war.”
"Yes,” Haver agreed. “My grandfather and your great-grandfather died fighting them. But, because he refused to bow to the Patriarch and because he managed to seriously injure him in a fight, Lidus resisted. While the sect was getting ready to continue their attack, we consolidated our forces and sent them back to the Black Mountains.”
Haver stared at his ancestor’s stone visage for a long time. Hadjar tried to make out the inscription on the pedestal. The King’s last words were carved there:
“I won’t kill you today... but look into my eyes, Patriarch, and remember. I’ll come for you. In another body, in another spirit, wielding another sword, but I’ll take your life. The last thing you’ll see will be my eyes. So remember them well!”
Hadjar ran his fingers over the inscription.
“He gave his life for us, son,” Haver squeezed Hadjar’s shoulder. “For me, for you, for all the people who’ve ever lived and will live in Lidus. Remember that. Remember that the people don’t serve the King, the King serves his people.”
***
“We didn’t invite you to come here, General,” the Master continued. “Leave our mountains.”
Hadjar didn’t agree with his father, not completely. A true king didn’t just serve his people. He served those who needed his help, who were weak; those who couldn’t stand up for themselves and raise their sword in rebellion against the Heavens and the Earth.
“…go and fight Balium. We won’t interfere…”
A king didn’t choose the easy way out. He fought for his own reasons. And Hadjar had plenty of those.
The two million Baliumians fighting under his banner. All of them longed for retribution and justice, desperately wanted their freedom after so long.
The three hundred thousand soldiers from Lidus who wanted to go back home and once again embrace their wives and mothers, fathers and husbands. Everything came down to Hadjar’s decision.
He wasn’t a king or a prince, but he was a general.
Hadjar placed the bowl back on the table and looked into the Master’s eyes.
He didn’t have time to scream, nor give a command.
The table and the man’s bodyguards were swept away by a wave of energy that left a crater in the spot where they’d been sitting.
Wiping the blood off his injured hands, the Master got back up from the ground and issued orders to his troops.
The Mad General was ready to fight them, his sword drawn. His dragon roar shook the thousand-year-old mountains, echoed by the roar of his own army descending upon the enemy like a vengeful tide.
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“You’re even dumber than I thought!” The Master shouted as he rose to his feet. His iron mask seemed to move together with the muscles of his face. “We’ll kill them all. We’ll skin them alive! We’ll boil them in cauldrons and dump their bodies onto the rocks. Blood will rain and their cries will be so loud that they’ll sound like a hurricane! You’ll be killed by your own men in retaliation for their pain!”
The Master’s shouts were drowned out by the roar of the two armies charging toward each other. The clash of metal against metal and the cries of the warriors merged into a terrible symphony of war. The ground trembled under the hooves of Hadjar’s horse that kept trying to turn around, but the General held it firmly in place. He went around the Master and his bodyguards.
Alone, he raced to engage the oncoming enemy army which numbered in the millions.
“If you have time,” he said as he passed by the Master and met his gaze for a moment.
He read surprise and honest confusion in those bright, green eyes.
Behind Hadjar, a sea of men and horses was rushing down the rocky slope. Their steel armor shone. Millions of soldiers followed their General into battle.
They saw his white horse racing forward, his red cloak fluttering behind him. The cloak was intended to act as a target for the enemy archers and cannoneers to focus on—that’s why Hadjar had chosen that color. He wanted to draw their fire upon himself.
Hadjar felt Lian’s signal with his sixth sense.
“Ready!” The officer shouted, standing on the highest rock she could find to ensure she had a good view.
Hundreds of thousands of her subordinates stood around her. Their arrowheads shone like bared fangs. The muzzles of their guns and cannons were as dark as the abyss.
Hadjar thrust Moon Beam into the sky and the whistling of arrows and the roar of powder charges added to the war symphony. The arrows and cannonballs were so numerous that they covered the sky, plunging the day into an impenetrable darkness.
Riding in the shadow of that barrage, the Mad General flew over the first ranks of the sectarians, looking like a dragon with its wings extended. He landed in the center, between the third and fourth ranks of their army.
Pulling on its bridle, he urged his white stallion onto its hind legs. It neighed, but instead of hearing the sound, Hadjar felt only the vibration of the horse’s mighty chest. He mentally apologized to his mount for its fate.
The General swung his sword and it whizzed through the air, leaving elusive silhouettes of dancing dragons behind in its wake. This also sent waves of steel light outward. But, unlike regular waves, these didn’t wash over the sectarians.
On the contrary.
The first screams were heard all around. The steel waves contained razor-sharp blades, and a dragon danced atop them, hungry for enemy flesh. Steel armor turned to dust and blood flowed in rivers. The severed limbs and heads made for a gory spectacle as they flew in every direction.
One swing of Hadjar’s blade killed at least three dozen disciples at the Bodily Rivers stage. They didn’t stand a chance against a swordsman who was One with the World, and even close to becoming a Wielder of the Sword.
Hadjar’s sword moved faster than an ordinary practitioner could see. Even the Master, who’d rushed over to help his disciples and subordinates, could only discern a flash that took the form of a steel dragon for a moment.
The soldiers of the Moon Army filled the gorge. They were led by Commander Nero who was wearing steel armor and holding his heavy blade up high. His bloodthirsty cry was drowned out by the roar of the cannonballs.
Hadjar jumped to the ground, sinking ankle-deep into the blood and guts. He looked at his horse with pity, then put the talisman in its saddlebags and, tearing off the blinders, immediately slapped it on the rump.
The stallion, fully aware of the danger surrounding it, immediately spun on the spot. It tried to run toward the first ranks, but the General’s strong hand guided it in the opposite direction.
Without any hesitation, the white horse charged into the middle of the sectarian cavalry who were stampeding toward the enemy General on their odd bull hybrids. He stood still, even as he was surrounded by foes. His sword was pointing toward the ground and a wind was spinning around him.
Hadjar assumed the second stance. He’d changed it after learning more about the essence of the sword. A tornado no longer swirled around him. Instead, a sea of calmness flowed around his sword and extended further, covering him as well.
When arrows and cannonballs rained down on the sectarians, they didn’t touch the Mad General. Contrary to what had happened before, they hadn’t changed their trajectory or been deflected toward the enemy. They’d just frozen around him like raindrops.
Hadjar raised his sword and his personal cloak of darkness, left behind by the amassed fire of hundreds of cannons and thousands of archers, vibrated.
Thousands of people screamed and cried out. They were crushed and torn apart by exploding cannonballs as well as riddled by the steel-tipped arrows. When his horse’s saddlebags exploded, producing a real fire storm, Hadjar lowered his sword. All those cannonballs frozen over his head flew in different directions.
The arrows that had been ‘captured’ by the second stance became the ghostly dragon’s fangs, while the cannonballs were turned into its powerful claws. The former pierced the soldiers, turning their bodies into sieves. The latter crushed the sect warriors’ bodies like they were made of glass.
Then the Bear squad rammed into the ranks of the sectarians. From their standards, Dogar watched his former assistant. It was as if he was glad to be fighting in a battle once more, side by side with his comrades.
A bloody, macabre waltz began. Every new ‘step’ that the General made filled the sky with blood and viscera. Dozens of enemy soldiers died in seconds.
Hadjar’s sword met no true opposition, no matter how skillful the practitioner of the Bodily Rivers level that stood before him was. It didn’t matter if they fought with war hammers or wore heavy plate armor, it cut through them all with the same ease it would’ve been able to part water with.
With the help of the neuronet, Hadjar followed the Master’s movements. He was stuck somewhere in the thick of battle. Held back by Lergon’s cavalry, he was trying to break through to the General, but couldn’t get past them while also suppressed by Lian’s best archers.
This meant the plan was going well so far.
“I’m not even surprised when I find you surrounded by enemies anymore!”
Hadjar felt another man’s back against his. It was reliable and robust, just like his own.
“You’re here!” the General greeted the friend.
Working together, they covered the black sand with bodies and blood. If the gods allowed it, trees would be growing here by next spring. After all, the previously lifeless soil had been ‘fertilized’ so well by their swords.
“What do we do about that?” Nero snarled, pointing his blade at the gigantic, shaggy bull.
Analysis of the object... 
	Threat level for the object ‘Moon Army’: 

	super-lethal


	Recommendation: 

	total destruction




Action plan development...
The sectarians unleashed their trump card in this battle. The absolutely massive beast scattered the sect’s warriors in front of it and blocked the shots of the archers and cannoneers from the Moon army as it slowly moved toward the center of the battle. If it got there, just moving its feet would be enough for it to trample thousands of Moon soldiers to death.
Riding ahead of the mountain pretending it was a bull, some riders astride the sect’s unique horse-bull-goat mounts were racing toward Hadjar and Nero.
“Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it!”
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Nero nodded and stood in front of his friend.
Hadjar hadn’t sparred with his commander for a long time, but he’d always felt that Nero never stopped growing stronger. The warrior, whose hair had become black again because of the ash and smoke in the air, moved his right hand forward and swung his blade wide as he held it in his left.
The General didn’t know what Technique his friend was going to use but believed in him nonetheless. A whirlwind of power sprung up around Nero. It wasn’t as rapid and sharp as Hadjar’s, but it was larger and somehow heavier. As if Nero wasn’t holding a sword, but an enormous mace.
Hadjar was guarding his friend’s back, repelling the sectarians’ attacks. One of them tried to attack Nero from the side and lost his leg in the process. His body was flung back at his fellow sectarians.
Sticking to tried and true methods, the Mad General was using the enemies’ own bodies as cannonballs.
Assuming a low stance, Hadjar swung his sword, sending a wall of cutting wind toward the enemy. It contained dozens of blades which merged into the silhouette of a dragon that proceeded to shred the sectarians.
This bought Nero enough time to use his Technique.
The commander swung his blade, launching something that resembled a ship’s prow. Carving through the ground, it crushed the sectarians in its path and plowed through them, none of them able to even slow it down.
It sailed along the ground for a good hundred yards before the Technique fizzled out and disappeared in a haze of light.
This was enough to allow Hadjar to jump up on a bull that had lost its rider while deflecting the simultaneous attacks of several swordsmen. Unlike an ordinary horse, this creature was so wide that it was impossible for him to get his legs fully around its bulk. Hadjar managed to find special stirrups built into the monster’s armor, however, using them to guide it.
“Hurry!” Shouting loudly enough to be heard over the noise of the battle and the thunder of the cannonballs, Hadjar extended a hand toward his friend.
Nero grabbed it and the General hauled him onto the mount. Clutching the heavy chain reins, Hadjar directed the docile animal toward the huge bull.
Fire flared around them, even as ash and smoke covered the battlefield. The whistle of cannonballs and arrows made Nero and Hadjar bend down, almost touching the bull mount’s steel armor with their faces.
The Master raged behind them, trying to get past the circling cavalrymen, who, sometimes at the cost of their lives, were keeping him from joining the fight.
Swords glittered as they struck shields and clashed with sickles, dismembered bodies littered the field, and people howled like wounded wolves.
Dirt and sweat covered the combatants’ faces. Their eyes were completely devoid of anything human. At that moment, the Baliumians, the sectarians, and the Moon army soldiers were more like the animals they’d fought recently.
“Why,” Nero beheaded several riders, “do you always get to hold the reins?”
Hadjar swore. He jumped up abruptly and stood on the mount. After that, he jumped. Spinning like a whirlwind, he killed one of the riders and took control of her bull.
After throwing the woman’s body on the ground, he sat down in the saddle of this new animal.
“Is that better?” He yelled once he caught up to his friend.
Now each of them had his own mount as they raced toward the huge monster that threatened their entire army with its mere presence. The people who got in its way would be flung into the air and splatter on the ground like rotten fruit. Their screams would assault the ears for a moment before they disappeared underneath the monstrosity’s giant hooves, which were each as large as a tavern.
“Yes, actually!” Nero answered cheerfully even as he was assessing the full scope of their problems.
He swapped his sword back to his right hand and snatched a spear from the hands of another sect member with his left. The motion was so violent that the rider was sent flying, ending up trampled by the mounts of their pursuers.
However, the enemy riders would never catch up with the two friends.
The bull that had lost its rider stumbled. It dug its horns into the ground, which caused its mighty neck to bend at an impossible angle with a crunch. Then its body collapsed, causing the other pursuers to collide with it and then each other, ending up in a gruesome pile of horns, bodies, and crumpled metal.
“Showoff!” Hadjar cried while killing an enemy using several sword strikes.
As they rode forward, they easily killed two riders and their beasts.
“You’re one to talk!”
With just a nod to each other, they simultaneously pulled on the reins of their mounts, heading off in different directions. They went around the huge, shaggy monster, each taking a different side. While continuing to battle the sectarians, they also had to dodge the enormous hooves of the strong but not very cultivated animal.
After punching a man’s helmet into his skull, Hadjar raised his sword and slashed the monster where a tendon was usually located. The sword easily sank into its flesh almost to the hilt, and the General’s suspicions were confirmed.
The creature was large and heavy, but those were all of its strengths.
Pulling out his blade and noticing that Nero had also handled the other leg, Hadjar galloped on. Along the way, he caught the sect archers’ shots, sending the arrows back at the enemy.
Each of these arrows hit a mount in the eye, forcing it to rear up on its hind legs and drop its rider. The rider would then immediately disappear under the hooves of the other beasts, becoming a bloody mess of pulped flesh and ruined metal.
Avoiding the huge shadows cast by the animal’s legs, Hadjar reached his goal. He struck once more and the blood that gushed out of this new wound almost swept a bull and its rider away.
No loud roar came, nor did the monster fall. It was still, slowly and steadily, moving toward the center of the battle. The four wounds inflicted by the General and the officer were no worse than simple cuts as far as it was concerned.
“Well, what are we going to do now?” Nero yelled, riding next to his friend.
They spun on the spot, fighting off the foes that had surrounded them. Leaving a river of stinking blood in its wake, the monster continued moving forward inexorably.
“Follow my lead!” Hadjar cried.
He pushed off from his bull’s rump and soared into the air. Some sectarians even forgot about the battle, entranced by the smooth, floating movements of the warrior in simple clothing. He flew over the heads of the riders and their mounts, only touching them with his toes.
“Oh, sure! Easy!”
Cursing, Nero turned his own bull around and charged forward. A moment before the collision, remembering the fate of one of his enemies, the commander grabbed a spear and thrust it into the ground.
Shouting and waving his hands comically, propelled by his own inertia, Nero flew out of the saddle and, overtaking the astonished Hadjar, crashed into the monster’s leg. As he was sliding down, he managed to stick his sword into it and hold on.
Through the screams of the dying, the ringing of steel, and the whistling of arrows, Hadjar heard his friend’s angry remark: “Curse you, Hadj.”
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Pushing off from the last helmet, Hadjar flew a few yards and plunged his blade into the huge bull’s flesh. It didn’t even notice these two ‘extra passengers’ and continued to move forward at a sedate pace.
It didn’t care about the cannonballs tearing into its flesh, or the arrows covering its whole left side.
“Hurry up,” Hadjar said, exhaling.
Nero hung about ten feet below Hadjar. Both of them strained their arms and simultaneously sent themselves flying upward, pulling their blades out of the monster’s flesh, and then stabbed them into its meaty limb again. They climbed up the bull’s leg like this.
The higher they went, the less clear the battlefield became, gradually turning into a hodgepodge of black and silver dots. Sometimes, when the monster took a plodding step, it was possible to see the thin, red threads that permeated the gorge—from a bird’s eye view, the rivers of blood looked like thin threads.
Leap after leap, the two warriors climbed ever higher. But after a while, their progress slowed.
Archers ran over to them from the wooden fortification that had been built on the huge bull’s neck. They were dark-skinned, with braided hair and compact bows. Hadjar immediately recognized them—these were the nomads.
He heard his friend’s glib remark: “Who invited those guys?”
Now, instead of just climbing the beast’s leg, they also had to swing from side to side, doing their best to avoid the arrows. The nomadic sectarians shouted and hooted. For them, this was practically a game, and they encouraged each other as they pointed at the two silhouettes dangling from the huge bull’s leg.
“We’re about to be turned into hedgehogs!” Nero cried out as another arrow brushed against his cheek, leaving a long cut.
“Grab my leg!”
“What?”
“My leg!”
Hadjar pulled Moon Beam partway out of the wound on the bull’s leg. His sturdy, flexible blade easily handled his weight. When the General felt Nero’s grip on his ankle, he tensed his hands, and then, straightening up, hurled himself and Nero toward the nomads.
Swearing up a storm, Nero soared through the sky. He’d once again been launched like a cannonball. After covering a good twenty yards, he pushed off again and ended up above the archers’ heads. The nomads didn’t immediately realize that the angel of death was descending upon them. Alas, they never would.
The commander of the Bear squad didn’t wait to land. He swung his heavy blade and the nomads, as well as a piece of the bull’s flesh, were cut to pieces by the giant palm crowned with powerful blades.
While this Technique easily dealt with the archers, it didn’t do much damage the monster. That’s why Hadjar was very surprised and almost lost his life when the bull roared and began to furiously jump up and down, shaking its huge head.
Apparently, Nero had accidentally hit a nerve or something to that effect.
The beast’s horns turned the fighters around it into a nightmarish mess. Fleeing in terror and paying no attention to their opponents, both the sectarians and the Moon soldiers scattered in different directions. Hadjar watched a black mountain getting closer.
The bull was moving toward it, either to rub against it or to ease its pain.
Hadjar pulled his blade out and flew away. Using the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique, he carefully monitored the expenditure of his energy points. He flew over the black rock like a raven’s shadow. He raced along the steep slope as easily as if he were on the parade ground. He pushed off and turned in the air, landing next to Nero who was wrapped in the bull’s fur.
“What’s the plan?” Nero shouted, but all Hadjar could hear was a muffled whisper.
It was difficult to compete with the bull’s roar.
The General looked at the wooden fortification. The people there weren’t paying much attention to the beast’s unsteady gait. All of them were strapped to special poles. Apparently, they were used to it by now.
“Let’s start with that fort.”
Nero nodded. When the bull crashed into the mountain, breaking off chunks that were as big as a house, he rushed forward. Hadjar followed him. Without stopping or even slowing down, they deflected numerous arrows and even cannonballs. The enemy had also set up cannons on the bull’s back.
Again, without saying a single word, once they reached the gate of the fort, the friends exchanged places.
Moon Beam glittered, forming an impenetrable dome that arrows and cannonballs couldn’t get through. Hadjar wielded the blade with such speed that its movements merged into a silver cocoon.
He could’ve used the second stance of the ‘Light Breeze’ Technique instead, but he didn’t want to waste energy. Maybe he’d need to use his most powerful and energy-consuming Techniques later.
Behind him, Nero prepared his attack. When the vortices of energy almost touched Hadjar’s back, the General jumped to the side. A couple of inches from his feet, the ship’s prow floated along the bull’s back. Ripping through the skin and plunging into the blood pouring forth from the wounds, it crashed into the gate, which shattered into splinters. The people there were hurtled into the abyss.
Hadjar and Nero rushed into the fort like hungry foxes into a henhouse. Their swords collected a rich harvest. Without hesitation, Hadjar immediately flew up the stairs to the parapet. Three sectarians got in his way. The stairwell was so narrow that they had to stand behind each other and hold on to the walls of the swaying fort.
The bull continued to rub against the rock, occasionally changing the angle at which the warriors had to fight on its massive back.
[Falling time: 17... 16... 15 seconds]
One of the sectarians swung his sickle and the black, misty face of a demon started to appear. But Hadjar was faster. Much faster. None of the practitioners had time to so much as blink before their heads and bodies fell into the abyss.
Hadjar’s strike was able to leave a deep gouge in the rock, 52 steps away.
While Nero was crushing the people on the ground floor, Hadjar was whirling around the second floor. He turned into a human tornado, striking from the most incredible angles. His body seemed to be devoid of bones and tendons with how impossible some of his contortions seemed as he flew through the air.
In less than a minute, it was all over and more than six dozen sectarians had gone to meet their forefathers.
Covered in both other people’s and their own blood, Nero and Hadjar met up in the main tower of the fort. From there, the sectarians were firing explosive charges that carried the dark, rotting disease. They didn’t seem to care that they’d infect more of their own warriors than the enemy’s.
Hadjar presumed that the sect had an antidote for the poison.
“Now will you tell me the details of your brilliant plan?”
Nero gestured toward the center of the battle. They were about a thousand yards away from the bull beginning its rampage against the Moon army. Such a titanic creature would easily get there in two, maybe three strides.
“I’m thinking.”
Hadjar used all of the neural network’s computing abilities, but it couldn’t find the best way out of the situation. There was too much input, too many variables, and too few constants.
“To the demons with your ‘thinking’!” Nero seized his comrade’s shoulder and jumped down. “Let’s improvise!”
Before the jump, the commander of the Bear squad managed to grab a rope tied around one of the powder kegs. Gripping it tightly, Nero and Hadjar flew toward the ground. They looked into the uncomprehending eyes of the bull. They were huge and black, like two bottomless pits.
As they fell, Nero spun his hand and the rope shifted, throwing the barrel in the direction of the monstrosity’s left eye.
Hadjar didn’t need any prompting.
Still falling, he sheathed his sword and then drew it abruptly. A dragon was launched from his blade and struck the barrel. The explosion scorched the bull’s oily eyes. It grunted and collapsed on the mountain. That was the last thing it did in its life.
The explosion was powerful enough to knock even eyes as huge as these out of their sockets. Not encountering any resistance, Hadjar’s Technique lodged itself deep in the beast’s brain.
The beast’s huge knees buckled and its hooves clattered against the ground, gouging out deep furrows.
Hadjar and Nero landed on one of the monster’s horns and slid down it like village children sliding down an icy hill.
To the General’s surprise, he landed at the very spot where he’d begun the battle from.
“I’ll kill you!” The Master roared, still unable to intervene in the battle.
Hadjar waved his hand imperiously and the riders circling the sectarian parted.
“Try,” he said, his voice inhuman.
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The Master didn’t rush in. He was like a beast that had found dangerous prey, like a wolf circling a bear, getting ready to go for its enemy’s throat.
Hadjar stood still, even looking relaxed. The wind ruffled his clothes and blood dripped down from his face and hands. Surprisingly, his sword was still clean and shining with a steely light. Not a single spot or scratch marred the blade.
Despite the Master wearing heavy armor, as well as armored boots and gloves, his steps were light. He slid along the black sand, not leaving any footprints.
They charged forward at the same time.
The wolf and the dragon.
Ghostly fangs flashed around the Master’s gloves. Hadjar’s sword resembled a tooth of the Lord of the Heavens—sharp and ready to pierce any obstacle.
When they collided, they kicked up dirt and even crushed stones. The soldiers surrounding the General and his enemy hid behind their shields. The captured sectarians bellowed something. The Moon soldiers held sharp daggers at their necks, and they’d been gagged with filthy rags.
While the healers were carrying the wounded soldiers away from the battlefield, the General was finishing the battle.
When the first skirmish ended, Hadjar took two steps back and the Master took about ten. Even through his iron mask that looked like one of Derger’s dogs, his astonishment could clearly be seen. The Master had the second highest position in the sect’s hierarchy. He’d received orders from the Patriarch himself, after the man had come out of his long meditation.
He’d previously thought that the Mad General was no more than a myth the villagers had made up, but now he faced a truly worthy foe. The warrior seemed fragile and sleek, but had the eyes of a demon that had crawled out of the abyss.
The thin hands that gripped the sword contained an unprecedented power.
The Master held out his fist and covered it with his palm.
“Stone Robarg,” he said, introducing himself respectfully.
The General held his sword in a backwards grip and repeated his foe’s gesture, “Hadjar Traves.”
They nodded to each other. Nothing more needed to be said. Stone Robarg planted his feet wide, slightly lowered his body, and as he exhaled, pushed his palms into the air forcefully. A powerful whirlwind of energy rose up around him, then turned into a giant dog, the same one depicted on his gloves.
“South Gate Wolf!” Robarg roared.
[Threat! Energy volume: 3,4 points]
His palms struck out with such force that they created a beast which dug up the ground and crushed the stones around it; the air pressure it exuded threw the soldiers back in different directions.
The cavalrymen who’d survived the encirclement immediately realized that the Master simply hadn’t wanted to waste his energy on them, and had been saving it for a true enemy. The Mad General.
Hadjar didn’t try to dodge the blow. He met it with a hard block.
The sword versus the palm. It was a stupid match up by the standards of mere mortals, but a serious one for practitioners on the cusp of becoming true cultivators.
It was difficult for the General to stay on his feet and not get flung back.
The Master continued pushing the air forward with his hands, nourishing the wolf with his energy and strength. Hadjar kept the sword in front of him like a shield. He stayed silent, just staring into the beast’s mouth.
At some point, the pressure became so strong that it dragged him along the ground. A step, two, ten, then farther still, until the General swung his blade.
He bent at an incredible angle, almost touching the ground with his back. His sword traced a horizontal spiral, slicing the wolf into thousands of ghostly ribbons. Then Hadjar disappeared.
Everyone in the army knew that their General was so fast that his shadow could become a raven. But what they saw then looked more like magic.
Hadjar vanished, turning into three black birds which flew over the ground and took on a human form again once they were behind Robarg.
Silently, like lightning without the accompanying thunder, the sword cut through the air, crashing into the Master’s crossed gloves. Unlike Hadjar, Robarg was able to withstand the pressure for only a few seconds. Then he was flung back like a ragdoll, flew nearly fifty feet, and then kept rolling across the ground.
Hitting the black sand with his palm, the Master was able to change direction and threw himself into the air. A more experienced, or perhaps less honorable, fighter would’ve taken advantage of his defenseless position.
However, Hadjar continued to stand still.
He waited for Robarg to get back up. The Master immediately assumed a new stance—arms crossed and legs bent at the knees.
“North Gate Wolf!”
This time, two red animal silhouettes charged Hadjar, conjured by the Master’s fists. They were much smaller than their previously used counterpart, but they were faster and attacked Hadjar from different angles. Burning the sand as they ran over it, they howled and rushed toward their prey.
One attacked from the right while the other took the left.
If the General had had a shield, no one would even think to worry about his life. But a swordsman with just one sword couldn’t defend himself from two attacks coming in from different sides.
Many of the soldiers rushed to help him, but they were stopped by a menacing glare from the Commander of the Bear squad. Nero believed in his friend as much as he believed in himself, he knew that Hadjar wasn’t that easy to kill.
The General remained so motionless that it seemed like even the muscles on his face were made of stone.
When the wolves were almost at Hadjar’s neck, he moved in an odd, incomprehensible manner. A cutting wind rose up, leaving deep scratches on the armor of the nearest soldiers. However, they didn’t notice. They were watching the General.
It seemed like the wolves had frozen in midair, and at that moment, Hadjar pulled out a second sword. In reality, he’d struck twice, but had done so quickly enough that it looked like he’d swung two swords at once.
While the soldiers were shocked, the Master was truly amazed. He suspected that very few people understood what lay beneath the veil of that speed. Even if Hadjar had been ten times faster, he wouldn’t have been able to use his full strength in such a situation and the wolves would’ve ripped out his throat.
Robarg felt something odd. Something he’d felt only once before, long ago, when the Patriarch had taken him as a disciple and showed him his power. Back then, that demonstration had invoked a similar feeling—a sense of energy that was much more violent and concentrated than a man could take from the great River.
Realizing that he wasn’t dealing with a myth, Robarg intended to use his most powerful Technique. The one that had repeatedly saved his life even in the most terrible battles, his greatest kill move.
His fists and steel gloves flashed with a scarlet light. They transformed into the jaws of a wolf, ready to rip and tear, to destroy his enemy.
Robarg roared, “Wolf of Sunset-”
A gasp sounded.
The spectators couldn’t understand what had happened, either. A moment ago, their General had been standing ten yards away from the enemy, but now he was sheathing his sword, and he was behind the Master.
The powerful man fell to his knees. Robarg tried to stop the blood gushing out of his severed artery. Alas, he didn’t succeed. He shuddered as death gripped him and he froze forever.
He was dead and covered in wounds. A practitioner that had been on the verge of becoming a true cultivator, and he hadn’t even managed to seriously wound the Mad General, the only trace of their battle a large bruise on Hadjar’s right shoulder.
Hadjar turned to his army. He looked at their tired, bloodied, but enthusiastic faces. This was their first joint victory in this war. By the gods, it wouldn’t be their last one.
The General abruptly raised his fist into the sky and almost two million people responded with the same gesture, flooding the gorge with their victorious roars.




Chapter 170

 “It’s already become a tradition,” Nero whispered.
Hadjar couldn’t remember how many times they’d done this—maybe five, possibly six. A shroud of twilight had enveloped the mountains, and the three of them were lying among the stones and passing the old telescope between them.
Simon could’ve gotten them a better one, but this particular telescope had already become a kind of talisman.
“Hush,” Serra hissed, nudging her lover’s side.
The witch handed the telescope to Hadjar, who closed his left eye and peered through the dull glass. There was a wide plateau in front of them that looked like the horseshoe of an insanely huge creature—much larger than even the bull they’d managed to bring down a few days ago.
The plateau’s base was narrow but it widened toward the edges that had high rocks atop them, where numerous pavilions and buildings stood. Along with those, there were deep caves with carved out niches and private areas.
In the courtyards, among the many training grounds, which were very different from ordinary parade grounds, thousands of sectarians trained. Wearing their standard yellow, red, and black uniforms, they moved through different stances as directed by the loud commands of the Masters.
Other training grounds were used by people who were meditating, and the Masters also walked among them. Apparently, they were instructing them or reminding them about various meditation Techniques.
These were clearly the weakest of the sect’s disciples because this kind of collective training was useless for those who’d moved beyond the level of Core Formation. Those practitioners needed a strictly individual approach. The only way forward for them was through their own efforts. The various private little nooks had been carved out specifically for these students.
The friends also spotted high towers which could’ve been any number of things: libraries, alchemists’ labs, drug labs, or something else entirely.
Hadjar had never been part of a sect and people tended not to talk about their own time in one as the Ax clan went after blabbermouths.
This frightening splendor didn’t really impress Hadjar.
Still, he was finally able to see the famous Snake Gates of the sect. They really did interest him.
The two curves of the ‘horseshoe’ were fortified, turning the plateau into an impregnable fortress.
Made from a gray material that looked like wood, the fortifications were about 230ft tall, and their width, judging by the parapet and towers, exceeded 35ft. At the edges of the fortification, two titanic sickles waited, exuding malice. Affixed to huge cogwheels, they functioned as a single mechanism, and would easily cut down any siege towers that assaulted the walls.
On the battlements, golems kept watch. They were soulless creatures that had a human form, the strength of an average practitioner, and were the size of a white ape. They didn’t feel fatigue, fear, or hunger, and they would keep fighting until their cores were broken.
Such constructs could only be created by artifactors from the Empire. Hadjar had no idea where a provincial sect, by the standards of Darnassus and Laskan anyway, had gotten them. Admittedly, over the course of its thousand years of existence, the sect could’ve bought or made almost anything. Or acquired them in hundreds of other ways that the General could think of.
But neither the height of the walls, nor the unusual material they‘d been made from, the giant sickles, or even the golems were the most surprising thing.
Guarding the gates, shackled by heavy, thick chains, two snakes slept. Each of them was as wide as a small boat and as long as a river. They were twined around the gates and blue flame occasionally flared out of their mouths.
“Demons,” Nero gasped after he took the telescope and was able to see the reptiles for himself, “one of those beasts could easily devour half our army in one go.”
“And then turn the other half into ashes,” Serra nodded. She turned to Hadjar and asked with a slight sneer, “Will your islander be able to handle them?”
Hadjar didn’t comment on the tone of the question. South Wind had taught the Prince early on: never, under any circumstances, should he get between two quarreling women. It was harder to get out of such a situation than escape a bear trap that had clamped down on your genitals.
“She isn’t very good with reptiles.”
Nero shot a quick glance at Hadjar, but said nothing. He’d never revealed his beloved friend’s secret, the fact that an inhuman heart beat in Hadjar’s chest. He felt that Serra didn’t really need to know. The less people knew, the better.
Hadjar did notice the amusement in his friend’s eyes at his inadvertent joke.
“I knew it,” Serra almost snorted.
They returned to the camp after nightfall. The bodies of the dead soldiers had been piled up on the fires. Serra left her friends and went to patch up the cracked dome. Hadjar was surprised to find he thought of it as home as he entered his tent.
It had unsettled him at first. It'd been a long time since he’d even thought of the word ‘home’. But he felt at home now, looking around at the old chests left over from Moon Leen’s time; at the bed and the skins lying on it; at the sleeping, funny Azrea; at the creaking boards that served as a floor; at the cracked table/map.
The General’s tent was really the only place that had ever felt like ‘home’ to him. At least in the last twenty years. The ‘Innocent Meadow’ brothel where he’d played the Ron’Jah for bloated, greedy officials hadn’t. Nor had the wagon of the traveling freak show. Not even the prison of the Palace where he’d been born.
Maybe the old, rundown house of Hunter Robin could’ve been home. But he’d spent too little time there. Sometimes, when melancholy took hold of him(despite his strong will, Hadjar was still a man, not a machine blindly wandering along the path of cultivation), he returned to the hunters’ village in his thoughts, to the Valley of Streams, and wondered if he’d done the right thing by leaving.
After all, he’d done all of this for his sister’s sake, with the goal of going back to the capital and meeting Elaine. But it seemed like the more effort he put in, the farther life took him from the Palace and his sister.
“My General.”
His train of thought was interrupted by Helion entering his tent. He hadn’t lost his other eye in the battle, but he looked even more fearsome now with a bandage across his left cheekbone.
Following the Commander of the cavalry, the rest of the first officers came into the tent. Lian looked the worst out of all of them. She now wore a wide-brimmed hat and half her face was covered by bandages. A weapon had exploded near her, dangerously close to her face.
The healers claimed that it was a miracle she hadn’t lost her eyes and that the shrapnel hadn’t cut through her skull. But she still had burns, left behind by gunpowder and molten steel... The healers assured her that they’d be able to minimize the damage to just some small scars. Judging by how glum the usually cheerful and energetic Lian looked, she didn’t believe them. Serra’s comforting words hadn’t helped, either.
The last one to arrive was the spymaster. As he always did during these sorts of things, he looked a little tense. He’d never supported the idea of the General, one of the first officers, and the witch going off to independently investigate things before a large-scale battles.
Only Hadjar’s assertion that he needed to see everything with his own eyes in order to make a new plan kept the man from complaining about it constantly.
“Officers,” the General began quietly as they all sat down, “We’ve won the battle. Now it’s time to win the war!”




Chapter 171

Hadjar stood in front of a dull, cracked mirror. Nehen fussed around him. Male bodyguards had once helped Moon Leen fasten her own armor. When it came to things like chauvinism or sexism, this world was truly advanced. Your sex didn’t matter, at least in the army.
The General saw people bathing in public bathhouses together and no one had even thought to spy on someone else. Well, except for Nero, of course. But he’d been stopped by Serra’s temper.
Hadjar had never worn armor before. It hindered his movements and prevented him from feeling the call of the wind. He longed for those days. For a chance to defeat the Patriarch, he’d given up his faithful friend and completely devoted himself to the Spirit of the Sword.
He still could hear the call and whispers of the wind. But what had once sounded like a dog’s friendly barking now seemed like the lonely howl of a stray dog that had lost its owner. The wind called out to him, beckoned him, and wondered why it could no longer hear his reply.
This fact had changed Hadjar’s fighting style, making it much rougher and more brutal, making many soldiers believe that their General had begun to study new sword Techniques. Only the Librarian knew that the General never actually bought the full versions of the scrolls. He would come in for an hour, rent a copy, then leave, seemingly trying to go through all the Imperial scrolls that interested him.
“Stay still,” Nehen said, clearly annoyed as she tried to tighten the strap that fastened the two chest plates together.
Hadjar looked in the mirror and tried to recognize the person looking back at him—his long hair was now in a bun. He was also wearing his simple gray clothes that he loved so much.
He’d decided to use them as lining for his armor. This had made both Simon and the blacksmiths very angry. They’d prepared a real, waterproof lining made from animal skins for the General. The lining was better than the armor of most ordinary soldiers. But Hadjar had ordered for it to be given as a reward to the warrior who had the most Honor points.
They’d managed to persuade Hadjar to at least wear the armor after demonstrating all its advantages. Despite its bulky appearance and weight, each plate was elastic enough to not hinder a swordsman’s movements, even one as powerful as the Mad General. Moreover, thanks to the numerous beast cores that had been left over after the animal invasion, the armor was at the level of a Mortal Artifact.
Of course, it was a very basic one, eliciting condescending laughter from both the Librarian and Serra, but still an artifact. The full armor was red, both to draw the eye and conceal any blood, creating the image of an invincible General.
The left shoulder pad had been forged in the shape of a sleeping dragon, and the right one looked like a screaming demon with a nose ring. The high collar protected Hadjar’s neck and the back of his head. It was attached to the breastplate with wide straps, of which there were a lot of on the armor. They’d been made from the skins of the dead monsters and were the reason behind the elasticity of the armor. They allowed the plates to fit snugly around the general but also not hinder him.
There were also heavy gauntlets and boots that looked like dragon claws. With all the straps and various attachments they had, they looked fragile, but a practitioner at a level lower than the Transformation of the Mortal Shell would’ve been hard pressed to do any real damage to them, let alone break them.
The whole armor weighed at least 400 pounds, but Hadjar didn’t find it heavy. Of course, his movements were slower, but that was more a matter of habit. In battle, he would be able to adjust to the new weight and use it to his advantage.
“Status,” the General said after Nehen tightened the last strap and hid it under the steel plate.
 
	Name

	Hadjar


	Level of cultivation

	Transformation (Mortal Shell)


	Strength

	3


	Dexterity

	3.27


	Physique

	2.7


	Energy points

	9.5




Hadjar was still at the stage of the Mortal Shell, but his stat points were shockingly high. If the Librarian found out about them, he would first become green with envy, and then probably try to take Hadjar’s body to the Empire and sell it as a valuable ingredient or a guinea pig to be used in experiments.
“You look more like a general now than when we first met.”
Nehen kissed the corner of Hadjar’s mouth. She pulled a jade hairpin, made in the image of herons soaring toward the sky, out of her long hair and stuck it into Hadjar’s bun. With one last look at her reflection, she left the tent.
Both witches had their own tasks in the upcoming battle, and Nehen couldn’t afford to waste any more time with her lover. If they survived, they would be able to spend some alone time without their clothes.
The heavy curtain rustled, letting the scarlet shafts of the dawn light inside.
Hadjar turned abruptly, expecting to see the tall, pale Islander, but it was the tall, broad-shouldered warrior instead. Nero also had new armor, thanks to the blacksmiths and Simon, that was no worse than Hadjar’s. It was silver and giants fighting spirits falling from the Heavens had been engraved on the breastplate—a very pompous drawing, which, without a doubt, had been put there on Nero’s orders.
“You look tough,” the officer said.
He stood beside his friend and peered into the mirror. They saw two mighty warriors there, the best officers of one of the most famous armies from Lidus. In the depths of that dull surface, behind the ‘heroes’, were two laughing boys, trying their hand at the army exam.
It felt like something that had happened a lifetime ago.
“It’s time, buddy,” Nero patted his friend on the shoulder and headed for the exit.
He was stopped by Hadjar calling out to him as he pulled off the glove on his right hand, slashed his palm with a dagger, and extended it.
Nero stopped and gazed at the General. He knew what the gesture meant. Once upon a time, they’d become friends. They’d survived hundreds of battles together, standing side by side against armies and hordes of monsters. They’d saved each other’s lives and kept each other’s secrets.
“Not a good time, but…”
“Hurry,” Hadjar said. “I have to give a speech to the army.”
Nero smiled and undid the straps of his gauntlet. A blade flashed and they shook two bloodied hands.
“I have to say something pathetic now,” Nero proclaimed.
“Until death do us part?” Hadjar suggested with a snort.
Nero pulled his hand back, wiped it on the wall of the tent, and grimaced.
“I always knew you were… strange.”
Laughing, they left the tent. They’d been acquaintances, then comrades, then friends. And now they were brothers.
They stood in front of the army. The golden dome of the sixth pavilion was behind them. Millions of warriors waited. A vast sea of armor, spears, shields, and horses. The dawn painted their silver armor a golden hue. They should think about renaming the army into something with ‘Gold’ in it.
Hadjar looked at his warriors.
At the Baliumians and Lidusians alike. They were here for different reasons, but now stood under the same red banners and waited for the orders of the Mad General.
Perhaps Hadjar should’ve come up with some kind of inspirational speech, but he hadn’t. Some soldiers were fighting to go back home, others to keep their homeland safe and end the sect’s tyranny.
Everyone who held a weapon knew why they were here.
They didn’t need words of encouragement.
They needed their General.
Hadjar raised his fist and two million soldiers did the same. Then the roar of a dragon came from Hadjar’s throat and was drowned out by the howl of hundreds of thousands of warriors that were ready to die.
The Moon army began its march.




Chapter 172  

 “Ready!” Lian commanded. “Fire!”
Hundreds of catapults, trebuchets, and mortars exploded with a thunderous roar. The cannonballs flew through the sky with a whoosh, then chipped away at the gray material of the Snake Gates upon impact.
Hadjar stood on a hill, watching the cannoneers and archers trying to break through the barrier. Alas, none of the charges could so much as touch the bodies of the snakes. They were out of range, as if shrouded.
Below, at the foot of the hill, the infantry bustled about. They fought the sectarians who appeared from secret passages in the walls which would open for a split second, hundreds of disciples pouring out each time. Some of the Moon soldiers tried to use the passages, but were attacked by well-aimed projectiles from the golems. Standing on the parapets, they kept throwing multiton boulders at the attackers. Sometimes they would work together to send a particularly heavy boulder at the attacking forces. The Moon army kept losing siege weapons because of them.
Hadjar used the telescope to look at the opposite hill. 170,000 of Helion’s horsemen stood there. The commander, together with his officers, was at the front of the formation, eager for a fight. However, since the General hadn’t given them any orders yet and because they understood that without a gap in the gates for them to charge through the golems would turn them into mincemeat, they kept waiting.
“Ready!”
Lian, armed with a halberd, rode on a white horse in front of the ranks of archers and cannoneers. There were also some units of spearmen positioned there, whose task was to protect the ranged fighters from any surprise attacks. Alas, the tips of their spears wouldn’t be colored by blood any time soon.
The vast army crashed like a flood against the impregnable gates.
“Fire!” The sky was once again filled with the black clouds of arrows, cannonballs, and burning rocks.
The soldiers rammed into the gates, breaking off small, insignificant pieces of the strange stone. Most of them completely disappeared after being covered in blue fire or torn apart by the huge serpents’ fangs.
One of the beasts looked at the sky and the other greedily bit into the ranks of infantry fighting below it. Not bothering to distinguish between friend and foe, it swallowed at least a dozen soldiers and disciples of the sect each time.
“At this rate, we should start building a fort,” Nero said, pacing the hill nervously, “the siege will last a year.”
Hadjar didn’t have a year. Damn it, he didn’t even have a month to spare. Besides, who knew why the sect wasn’t trying to strike back.
“Something’s-”
“Shut up!” Nero shouted, but it was too late.
“Wrong here,” Hadjar said.
At that very same moment, he heard a piercing shriek. It sounded like someone had stepped on the tail of a very large cat.
From behind the gates, or rather, over the gates, a dozen strange wyverns flew out. They were different from the ones that Nero and Hadjar had ridden once. They were bigger than the trebuchets. Soaring across the sky, they opened their jaws wide. The smell of sulfur and burnt meat spread across the battlefield.
“Air!” Lian cried.
The archers began to shoot at the creatures, but they were protected by the sea of blue fire splashing across the sky. Then lumps of some odd, green substance began to fall out of the fire. They exploded upon impact and covered the people and weapons, corroding flesh, wood, and metal alike.
The people’s screams merged with the wyverns’ cries.
“Dammit,” Nero sighed.
The engineers had been ordered to build a siege tower. It was now being carried to the gates while the archers and cannoneers protected the soldiers. They shot arrows, cannonballs, and stones, trying to knock down the golems and break the mechanism that rotated the sickles.
Despite their best efforts, they didn’t succeed.
A few minutes later, the entire construction collapsed on the soldiers’ heads. The sickles had easily cut through the top of the tower, rendering it nearly useless in the siege.
The soldiers fled in a panic. The disciples of the sect, standing with their backs against the gates, saw them off with laughter and hooting.
No wonder the Snake Gates were considered to be impregnable. The sect had spent hundreds of years strengthening them.
“It’s impossible, Hadj,” Nero got closer to the General and pointed at the disheartened Moon soldiers. “For each disciple of the sect that dies, we lose fifty of our own warriors. We haven’t even scratched the damn gates, but the army is already demoralized. We’ve already lost almost ten thousand people and twice as many are wounded.”
“I know.”
Hadjar looked to the east and firmly believed that the Islander wouldn’t let him down. And she didn’t. The wyverns, which had been showering Lian’s squad with acidic flames, suddenly fell silent. When the sea of blue fire dissipated, the Moon army cried out in triumph.
Hundreds of thousands of different birds attacked the wyverns. They swirled around them like a swarm of mosquitoes. Each of them was harmless individually, but they were a formidable and powerful force when working together.
Nehen stood with her hands pointed toward the sky. Her dark eyes had rolled back, revealing slightly bluish whites. She chanted and blue hieroglyphs flashed around her.
Her magic was very different from Serra’s, who stood slightly apart from her. Golden hieroglyphs flashed above the desert witch. Nehen exuded water and cold while Serra embodied the drought and flame.
A moment later, red spheres flashed into existence around the thousands of birds and they rushed in for a suicidal dive. They fell upon the huge serpents, golems, and gates like a meteor shower.
The sky turned red from all the explosions and smoke and ended up with a scarlet veil, making it seem like the sun was just now rising. Or like one of the gods had decided to set fire to the distant horizon in celebration of the fierce battle.
“Admit it, you were hoping we’d fail.”
A mad smile appeared on Hadjar’s face. He fastened the numerous straps around himself, settling into a ‘chair’.
“Great!” Nero yelled so loudly that even the Patriarch could probably hear him. “We’re doing one of your weird schemes again! Why am I stuck with a crazy brother? Why do I always have to be a part of these adventures?”
At Hadjar’s signal, a dozen men cut through two very thick cables. Nero’s last word was drowned out by the wind.
They flew across the sky together after being launched by catapults that had been designed for this very purpose. Hadjar had come up with this plan after he’d remembered a children’s book from Earth.
Had they not been practitioners, they wouldn’t have survived.
The wyverns could do nothing about the two strongest warriors of the Moon army. They were too busy dealing with the exploding birds diving at them. The serpents couldn’t do anything, either. They were being bombarded by arrows, and if they’d dared to use their blue flame, they would’ve lost their defensive barrier and died on the spot.
The landing was rough.
When he struck the parapet, Hadjar rolled forward and managed to grab the edge of the wall by some miracle, keeping himself from falling off. He jumped up and looked around to see if Nero was nearby.
They stood on the wide parapet together. The golems were hurrying toward them. The walls shook with each step the constructs made.




Chapter 173

The golems looked human. Except for the fact that they were about 15ft tall and made of yellow stone. Half-naked, they were so muscular that even the best practitioners following the Way of the Body would’ve envied them and Dogar himself would’ve been in awe of them.
[Analysis of the object! Threat level:... error. Too little data. Proceed to re-analysis]
Fortunately for everyone’s self-esteem, their creator had made some pants for them.
With their massive mouths, broad foreheads, and a complete lack of emotion, they looked like dangerous opponents. They shook the gates as they ran.
Above Nero and Hadjar, the two gigantic steel sickles were still spinning. The Moon army was waiting for them. Now, like never before, everything depended on the two of them.
“Why does this seem even more insane than all our previous adventures?”
Hadjar felt his back press against his friend’s. He didn’t even comment on it since it had become such a familiar sensation.
“You can try your luck over there,” the General offered, nodding toward the horseshoe-shaped gorge.
They could now see that the sect wasn’t planning to sit around. Their forces were gathered at the gates. Many practitioners, ready to fight, waited at the numerous training grounds. Each of them had undergone rigorous, brutal training meant to turn them into weapons for the sect.
Among the many ordinary disciples, there were also some inner circle ones. They were the strongest practitioners, the people that the Patriarch would depend on in the future.
“Damn!” Nero shouted, interrupting Hadjar’s train of thought.
The golems had reached them. Hadjar blocked a stone hand. He hadn’t expected the attack to be ten times stronger than Stone Robarg’s had been.
The General was flung off the parapet. During his impromptu flight, he managed to notice Nero’s stunned expression. He’d also been launched a good 30 feet, just like Hadjar.
Rolling away from a golem that had tried to jump on him, and whose feet left two big holes in the parapet after it landed, Hadjar unsheathed his blade. Spitting out some blood, he nodded grimly. He was now more aware of his opponents’ strength.
“Scan,” Hadjar ordered.
With a familiar click, the neural network gave him the information:
 
	Name

	Unknown


	Level of cultivation

	Golem (Artifactor Construct)


	Strength

	5


	Dexterity

	0.9


	Physique

	4.3


	Energy points

	2




Hadjar cursed the man who’d sold these constructs to the sect. Perhaps these golems were an insignificant tool in Darnassus or Lascan, but here, on the outskirts of the Empire... It didn’t matter that these creatures were slow and lacked maneuverability and energy. Them landing just one blow had been enough to make Hadjar’s life much more painful and difficult.
The golem obscured Hadjar’s view, so he couldn’t see how his friend was handling things. However, he wasn’t worrying about Nero right now. His friend wasn’t a child. He could take care of himself.
Hadjar dodged another stone fist that knocked a large chunk out of the gates. The golem waved its hands, swinging them wide. It didn’t care about Hadjar’s counterattacks as they were like mosquito bites to it.
The General, avoiding the golem’s strike once again, slid over the parapet and hit the construct under the knee with his heel. Such an attack would’ve dislocated the knee joint and broken the bones of an ordinary person or a practitioner, but the golem just ignored it. Hadjar cursed. Only some stone crumbs fell from the construct’s leg.
The construct didn’t waste time turning around like a human. Only its upper body did so. As if it had several rotary mechanisms instead of a waist and gears instead of joints.
“All the demons curse you!” Hadjar shouted angrily.
He turned away and ran. The golem raced after him, shaking the parapet beneath it and trying to reach for the collar of the red armor with its stone hands.
At the very edge of the parapet, Hadjar jumped, kicked off the battlements, and flew over the golem like a swallow. According to the laws of logic, physics, and nature, the creature should’ve fallen off the parapet because of inertia, but it stopped instantly. The inertia wasn’t enough to even make it tilt forward a little.
Hadjar swung his sword without hesitation. His blade was enveloped in a glow that turned into a misty dragon silhouette, which launched itself at the golem’s back. Such a strike had nearly buried Master Robarg in the rock, but it couldn’t even shake the golem.
The construct brought its hand behind its back, bending it at an absolutely abnormal angle. Then steel met steel when a long sword materialized in the golem’s stone hand. It was much larger than the one that Nero used, and it easily parried Hadjar’s strike with it.
After the collision, the General took a few steps back, while the golem didn’t even move. Turning around, the construct once again rushed to attack. It compensated for its lack of speed and maneuverability with its monstrous strength.
Each clash of their swords threw Hadjar several yards back. The General didn’t have time to come to his senses and use any Techniques as the golem pounced on its target, fighting him relentlessly.
Noticing a gap in the unending stream of titanic strikes, Hadjar crouched down. The blade flew over his head, cutting off several long strands of hair. At the same time, the golem staggered for the first time during their fight.
The sword-dragon had cut its knee, which had recently been struck by Hadjar. For a fraction of a moment, the construct had lost its balance, and its sword had stopped being a threat. It was enough for Hadjar to win.
He ran up the stone creature’s chest and pushed off. After getting behind his foe, he sheathed his sword and then drew it again. The fangs of the dragon bit down between the golem’s shoulder blades. They lifted it over the parapet and carried it a few yards through the air, then threw it against the sickle that was spinning around its axis.
The huge sickle sliced through the golem as easily as it had cut through the siege tower, and it collapsed on the parapet. Despite the damage, it tried to pull itself together, quite literally, and get back into the fight.
Hadjar was ready for this. He ran up to the construct’s remains and plunged his sword into its chest, under the stone growth where the golem’s core was. If not for the sickle, the General would’ve had to spend almost all of his energy to break through the golem’s defenses.
As soon as Moon Beam pierced the shimmering core, the golem crumbled.
Wasting no time, Hadjar turned around abruptly, ready to help his friend, but Nero had won his fight as well. Copying the General’s maneuver, the white-haired commander had used his second Technique. He’d summoned the ghostly prow and it had launched the golem into the giant sickle, easily killing his foe.
“We need to move on to the second part of your plan.” Nero said the last word mockingly, but Hadjar didn’t dwell on it.
They saw five more constructs running toward them from the other parts of the parapet.
The friends weren’t confident that they could kill them without expending all of their energy.
“Agreed.”
Wordlessly, Hadjar and Nero turned away and ran to the heavy mechanisms that turned the sickles. After planting the explosives on them, they returned to the edge of the parapet. Thousands of disciples were rushing up the stairs. Their Masters had apparently learned of the danger only after the destruction of the two golems.
That was the main problem of old fortifications: it was too easy for the defenders to get complacent as they were considered to be impregnable.
The rest of the golems almost grabbed the two officers, but they managed to jump down in time. The infantrymen stretched out huge canvases. This was the reason they’d been sent to fight a ‘pointless’ battle at the gate.
The serpents tried to snatch up the falling warriors, but they were protected by the diving and exploding birds.
Hadjar had planned everything out with the help of the neuronet.
Two explosions sounded. The huge sickles began to fall directly toward the gate. They easily crushed and sliced through the strange stone. An odd, green rain fell on the Moon army.
With a desperate, piercing shriek, the two fire-breathing serpents both writhed and fell, buried under the collapsing gate.
Hadjar landed on the canvas, rolled down to the ground, and immediately ran to the side. He was just in time to witness the thousand-year-old gate, considered to be more impregnable than the Heavens themselves, crumbling.
Well, he’d proved that belief wrong.
“Warriors!” The Mad General roared. “Attack!”
The Moon army, numbering in the millions, rushed through the gap. The cavalry thundered down the hill, led by Helion, who was hungry for battle.
The fight raged on.
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Hadjar was one of the first to rush into the breach. Nero was right there with him. Swinging his gigantic blade, he sent out ghostly images of his sword. Hadjar only smiled at that. He was glad to see his friend had reached the level of ‘One with the Sword’.
Nero’s attacks, easily covering a distance of seven steps (as opposed to the maximum of five steps that he should’ve been able to do at this stage), were so devastating that Hadjar began to worry about the safety of his soldiers. With one swing of his heavy blade, Nero sent three or even four sect disciples to their forefathers.
The concern lasted until they broke through the gap and found themselves on the other side of the gate.
The battle raged on.
Hadjar lost sight of his comrade as he plunged into the thick of it. The outlines of people became blurred and unclear. Hadjar rushed around the battlefield like a demonic avatar of death.
He would appear in different places almost simultaneously, turning into four separate ravens as far as the ordinary disciples could discern. The Masters saw him as a black lightning bolt, shredding people like paper. His sword, wrapped in energy that took the form of a dragon, didn’t show any mercy.
Each slash of his blade covered a distance of 53 or 54 steps, and took the lives of dozens of disciples. They were helpless before the fury of his sword.
After all, the practitioners at the ‘Bodily Rivers’ and ‘Formation’ levels were no more than annoying ants to the practitioners at the ‘Transformation of the Mortal Shell’ stage.
But the General’s rampage couldn’t last forever.
Once again using the ‘Ten Ravens’ Technique, Hadjar moved a hundred feet to the side to help the cavalry advance. He swung his sword, sending a powerful slash into the air, one that would easily rip through armor and flesh alike. But to his surprise, Moon Beam smashed into an exposed staff.
His sixth sense warned him that the staff was dangerous, so Hadjar abruptly stepped to the side. To the soldiers, it looked as if the General had turned into a flock of ravens, but to his foe, he looked like a dark shadow.
Turning around, Hadjar assumed a defensive stance.
There was a beautiful girl in front of him. She wasn’t as insanely gorgeous as Nehen, but, like any strong practitioner, she could still make any man’s pulse quicken.
In this realm of blood, steel, and screams of agony, she looked like an island of serene calm. Her long, white hair peeked out from underneath the rim of her helmet. She held a long, steel staff covered in hieroglyphs and runes. She was wearing a simple breastplate and steel boots. Her luxurious white cloak looked out of place on her, considering her otherwise humble appearance.
“I’ve been waiting for you, General,” she said. Her voice was as soft and sweet as honey.
Hadjar tilted his head to one side and looked at her face, which seemed familiar to him.
Oh for heaven’s sake…
The gods had decided to play a trick on him because this girl was the daughter of the Master who’d almost killed Nero. Was this some sort of condemnation of his life choices? Was he going to be stuck fighting the relatives of people he’d killed until the day he died?
“My name is Rina,” she said, “and I’ve come to take your life.”
 
	Name

	Rina


	Level of cultivation

	Transformation (Mortal Shell)


	Strength

	3.1


	Dexterity

	4


	Physique

	1.5


	Energy points

	5.2




She activated one of the hieroglyphs and a black flame flashed at the top of the staff. It was a huge pillar of black fire, three feet wide and fifteen feet long. She swung it as if it were a fly swatter and Hadjar was an annoying bug.
The General raised his sword, already covered in the dragon-shaped energy. The steel met the fire, sending out black sparks and silver petals of flame. When they landed on the warriors around them, they turned them into living torches, screaming with fear and pain.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hadjar saw that this was affecting not only the sectarians, but his soldiers as well. He deflected the flame to the side and slashed, aiming at her hips and belly.
The staff whirled, making a sound like the wind playing atop the water. Hadjar’s sword crashed into the black flame again, which was now the size of a small halberd’s blade.
After their clash, Rina took a few steps back, but that was just what she needed. Putting some distance between herself and Hadjar, she got lost in the crowd for a moment.
Hadjar also had to contend with two disciples. He struck the chest of the first warrior and sent him flying, his ribs shattered. Turning around, he decapitated the second fighter and a rain of blood washed away the soot and dust on his armor.
Hearing the agonized cries of people around him, the General realized that Rina was about to attack him. He turned around just in time to see a wave of black fire coming toward him. The flame easily turned people into ashes, melted the earth, and turned sand into black glass.
Hadjar dropped to his right knee and plunged Moon Beam into the ground in front of him. The steel blade flashed and met Rina’s Technique like a breakwater. Instead of cutting the wave in half and letting it pass by him, Hadjar grabbed the hilt of his sword with both hands and pulled it out of the ground with a roar. He stopped the wave of flame, swung his blade, and sent it right back at Rina.
The girl raised her staff, which was glowing with a dark, menacing energy. She was ready to deal with her Technique that had been turned against her. What she didn’t realize was that Hadjar’s ghostly blades were hidden inside the black flame. He’d used them to control the wave and redirect it.
By the time she figured this out, it was already too late. Instead of just one Technique, she ended up facing two. One was solid, crushing and burning everything in its path. The second one was more ephemeral and elusive, like the wind, but at the same time capable of cutting through solid rock.
The girl was shouting something, trying to hold back the wave of fire and swords with her staff. The fire rained down around her, burning the disciples there, while the blades left deep cuts on the sectarian’s hands and body.
“Rina!” A distant, desperate cry sounded.
Hadjar recognized the tone—people usually sounded like that when they couldn’t save those who were dear to them. The General saw a warrior with a spear at the ready riding toward him through the ranks of the fighters. In his eyes, he saw horror and despair.
Rina turned to her lover, but could say nothing. The two Techniques proved to be too much for her. The staff faltered. In that instant, one of the ghostly blades split the girl in half from the top of her head all the way down to her waist.
The staff fell to the ground. The two halves of the once beautiful woman fell with it.
A cry full of animal pain sounded, “No!”
Hadjar once again thought about how the gods were surely mocking him. But that was war. And he was Hadjar Traves, the Mad General.
Moving his sword back into position, Hadjar prepared to face the rider rushing toward him, intoxicated with pain and bloodlust.
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While the rider, who was clearly one of the sect’s best disciples, was charging Hadjar at full speed, the Moon army wasn’t wasting any time. The Baliumian troops had been able to get to the sect pavilions.
Maddened by the battle, Lergon’s soldiers started throwing ropes and hooks over the roofs of the buildings to tear them down.
The ancient libraries collapsed. The scrolls full of Techniques and knowledge turned into fire and ashes. They were dumped in a heap, drenched with a combustible mixture, and set on fire.
Lian and her warriors had dragged siege weapons through the gap. Fireballs now flew toward rocky gorge, where the once beautiful white arch had been, leaving a black, smoky trail in the sky. They demolished the sentinel towers along the edges of the gorge. Because they didn’t manage to retreat in time, many disciples fell down the cliff. Screaming and groaning, they landed straight in the middle of the chaos.
People, horses, blades, technology—all of it came together into one crazy palette of scarlet and orange colors. The smell of blood and ashes filled people’s noses and clouded their minds.
Compared to the mayhem all around them, the lone rider on the white horse and his long spear looked abnormal, as did his dead lover.
Leaping over the ranks of the warriors, the rider landed in front of Hadjar. He didn’t offer his name or accuse the General of anything, only wept silently with impotent rage and pain. His spear was so long that, with a single thrust, he easily impaled five soldiers on it, then, lifting them into the air, threw them toward Hadjar.
Perhaps it was wrong for the General to swing his sword and cut the bodies of his dead warriors into pieces. But they were only bodies—physical shells and nothing more. The souls of the dead soldiers were already residing in the homes of their forefathers and didn’t care about earthly affairs anymore.
Spurring his armored horse, the rider forced the animal to lurch suddenly. The horse jumped, whizzing through the air like an arrow. The man’s long, powerful spear flashed.
Sheathing his sword, Hadjar turned, letting the tip of his foe’s weapon fly harmlessly past his chest. It just barely scratched his breastplate, but that was still enough for Hadjar to feel as if a ram had struck him.
Miraculously managing to stay on his feet, the General grabbed the spear and pulled abruptly. The rider flew out of the saddle, but didn’t fall to the ground, as Hadjar had expected. He turned around in the air, leaned on the shaft, and then forcefully slammed his palm against the spear. If Hadjar hadn’t already released the weapon, he would’ve been impaled through the chest all the way down to his waist.
He managed to dodge aside. Just in time, too, because less than a heartbeat later, the weapon was rammed a good three feet into the ground. The rider, who had lost his horse, landed next to the spear. He hit the shaft with the heel of his hand and the weapon tore out a huge chunk of the ground. The fragment of earth broke into hundreds of small, sharp pieces as it rained down on Hadjar.
The General drew his blade again and conjured an impenetrable cocoon of steel light around him. His blade moved so quickly that it was impossible to discern where one slash ended and another began. As a result, the earthen shrapnel turned into dust and settled on Hadjar’s armor. He didn’t even have time to take a breath before the rider was already on the offensive again.
Holding the spear by its base, he used its flexibility and length. One thrust turned into ten, and ten into a hundred. The General felt like he wasn’t fighting just one foe, but a whole division of spearmen.
Hadjar wielded his sword faster than he ever had before. If not for the Sword spirit tattoo on his back that had allowed him to use the energy of the blade and advance along the Way of the Sword, he would’ve been struck a thousand times over by now. He was only able to avoid most of the thrusts thanks to Traves’ Technique.
Yet there were still streams of blood running down his shoulders, face and arms. Even the armor at the Mortal Artifact level couldn’t hold back the warrior’s might. This was to be expected. After all, the sword and the spear were considered to be the two kings of the battlefield.
The rider, seeing that his foe was only defending and retreating, took hold of the spear in a wide grip. He swung it over his head and, after saying something, slashed down. Hadjar watched in bewilderment as the spear grew larger. First, it became the size of a pillar, and then it was the size of a ship’s mast.
He tried to dodge, not willing to risk blocking those strikes. The spear widened too quickly and clipped the General. Hadjar was dragged about fifteen feet along the ground. Fortunately, he’d managed to avoid a direct hit. The spear had dug such a deep furrow in the ground that a boat could’ve sailed through it without a problem.
With a roar, the rider straightened and turned around, grasping his weapon. He literally crushed and smashed people as if they were nothing more than porcelain dolls. Hadjar leapt to his feet and watched death approaching him.
Without wasting time, he pushed off the ground and soared upward, the gigantic spear left far below. Seeing the predatory smile on the rider's face, the General realized that he’d made a mistake. A rookie one, at that. He’d given up solid footing and launched himself into the air, where it was impossible to dodge a strike.
The spear assumed its original size as quickly as it had grown before. The rider started his crazy dance again, thrusting a hundred times in the span of a second.
A cloud of steel spear tips rushed toward Hadjar, who had no chance of dodging or blocking all the attacks. To do so, he needed to be on the ground.
“Damn it,” the General swore.
He secretly watched the values on his energy scale decrease. Since the beginning of the battle, he’d lost only one point (according to the neuronet’s calculations) and had three points left after the latest attack. Which meant he had less than sixty percent of his total energy remaining. A huge waste when one took into account the fact that the end of the battle still wasn’t anywhere close.
“Spring Wind,” Hadjar said.
It wasn't necessary to say the name of the Technique out loud, it was just easier to concentrate that way. When a warrior is in the air and a swarm of steel spears is rushing toward him, every single advantage needs to be taken.
Before, back when Hadjar hadn’t yet dedicated himself to the Sword Spirit, he hadn’t been able to understand the depths of the Spring Wind Technique, and had therefore used it poorly, but now…
An enormous attack that looked like a steel wave was launched from his blade when he swung it. The essence of the ‘Spring Wind’ wasn’t in the rapid unsheathing of the sword followed by the penetrating beam attack. It was far more complex and nuanced than that.
As the spring wind brought life with it wherever it went and kindled it in all things, so was the Technique able to repeatedly strengthen any attacks.
Hadjar’s strike grew bigger and bigger as it went until it reached an altitude of thirty feet.
It easily broke the cloud of spears, like they were no stronger than toothpicks. Turning them into dust, it seemingly punched through the rider without even touching him. In fact, after going about thirty feet past the enemy and digging the ground up so that the furrow divided it in two, the strike dissipated. The life of the horseman ended along with it, and his soul hurried to the forefathers and his beloved.
He fell, split in half, just like his beloved. The broken spear rolled over to the remains of the staff, and they froze together for all eternity when they touched.
Hadjar’s attack, along with the life of the horseman, ended hundreds of sectarians that had been on the other side of the site. Regardless of how impressive this achievement was, Hadjar had used a great deal of his energy to accomplish it.
“You’re going to give me an inferiority complex.”
Covered in soot, Nero appeared nearby, looking like a demon of the abyss...
“What are you doing here?” Hadjar asked, taking a short break. “You have your own front to deal with.”
“Go to hell, General,” his friend smiled. “Stop bossing me around, will you? I came to tell you that Lian and Helion have broken through the sect’s defenses.”
Nero turned Hadjar around and pointed toward the side of the gorge blazing in the fire with his sword.
“We’re going to besiege the Patriarch's castle.”
Hadjar nodded and followed his friend. Together, they literally carved a way through the enemy to get to the soldiers besieging the main fortification of the sect. The General felt the gaze of the Patriarch, but he didn’t care.
For the first time in a long time, he could see the shadow of victory.
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Hadjar and Nero broke through the ranks of disciples and found themselves under the arches of the gorge. A close battle was taking place here. Together, they hurried to help the Baliumians and the Moon soldiers. Older disciples, who had arrived to defend the main fortification of the sect, were holding them back.
The Masters fought alongside the disciples. They were old practitioners who hadn't smelled gunpowder in a long time. In contrast to those disciples that had defended six pavilions, these men were used to teaching the young. They looked like true Immortals compared to ordinary disciples, but all their arrogance was cut away by the blades of Hadjar and Nero, their pride turned into rivers of blood.
Paving their way forward with bodies, the General and the Bear squad’s commander led the armies. They were clearing the path with their swords, leaving rivers of blood and mangled flesh and steel in their wake.
This continued up until the sect consolidated their ranks and struck out. A powerful counterattack with tens of thousands of the sect’s best disciples, under the leadership of the martial Masters, emerged from behind the walls of the castle and launched a crushing offensive against the Moon Army forces.
Hadjar and Nero were fighting dozens of teachers and disciples at once and couldn’t respond to the threat. A black cloud reeking of death and decay was already rushing toward the gorge. Nero's wound had smelled the same way at the beginning of winter.
The cloud was so large that it could cover the entire Moon Army, leaving no memories, nor even bones to be buried. Hadjar, unable to get out of the encirclement quickly enough, could only watch helplessly as death approached his people.
At that moment, when the cloud had almost devoured the army, the cavalry rushed forward. Tens of thousands of brave horsemen, wielding daggers, spears, and swords rushed toward the dangerous cloud under Helion’s leadership.
They stood united, without any special equipment, without a real plan, led by an officer of the mad General. They simply started exuding their energy. It merged into a single substance and the silver wave collided with the black wave.
Hadjar redoubled his efforts to get out of the encirclement, but three sectarians were always there to replace each fallen disciple. They were doing the exact same thing the cavalry that had encircled Robarg had done.
The silver wave fought against the black wave in the sky, while the cavalry fought against the disciples and Masters on the ground. While the sectarians had a distinct immunity to the black fog, Helion’s people were gradually covered with spots, their veins darkened, and their skin became deathly gray. One by one, they fell to the ground, screaming desperately, but still gave their all to hold back the fog.
Gradually, at the cost of thousands of lives, the silver wave overcame the black one, or rather just held it back as they dissipated at the same rate.
Hadjar stabbed one of the encircling Masters and, throwing his body aside, looked at the place where the desperate battle was winding down.  The field was littered with the butchered bodies of the sectarians and the ravaged bodies of the Moon soldiers. Helion stood in the center of the graveyard, holding his horse.
One-eyed, terrifying as the devil himself, he looked toward his General. There was no regret or fear in the commander’s eye. The last wisps of the black mist were disappearing above his head, and his life along with them.
His skin was so gray that it was indistinguishable from stone. Black veins throbbed along his face and arms. He still stood there, despite his weakened legs.
Before he went to the forefathers, Helion straightened his back and saluted his General. Then, he fell. That’s how the always grumpy, but exemplary, honorable, and dignified cavalry officer died. He sacrificed his life for the sake of thousands of comrades, as well as the memory of Dogar and Moon Leen.
“You don't deserve these people,” Hadjar growled, chopping through the enemy ranks. He was knee-deep in blood, his sword almost hissing from the heat of the battle, and his sword resembled the fangs of a hungry and enraged dragon more with each slash. “You don't deserve these people!”
Nobody heard his cry, except the sectarians dying around him. At any rate, no one would’ve understood who he was talking to. They would’ve thought that his words had probably been meant for Derger, the god of war. In fact, Hadjar was talking to king Primus, or the Usurper, as he was known among the people.
After another slash of his sword, Hadjar realized that he had struck rock rather than a person. A whole river of dead and dying bodies stretched out behind him: severed limbs, heads, blood stains on the rocks, and marks left behind by his mighty sword framed them.
“Lian!” Hadjar called out to the chief of the archers.
The officer had been watching her dead companion, Helion, but she snapped out of it and quickly went over to Hadjar. Together, they began to clear the way for their troops. Nero joined them, and the whole Moon army headed toward the gorge; the sectarians were trapped, caught between a rock and a hard place.
Not a single living disciple or Master remained among the black stones after a quarter of an hour.
The two parts of the Moon army reunited and began to encircle the castle of the Patriarch. Simple and practical, the castle was surrounded by a decorative wall that was ten feet tall and five feet wide. The black, semi-transparent dome over the main building seemed dangerous.
It was similar to the barrier that had stood over the sixth pavilion.
“We must organize our soldiers,” Hadjar convened an Emergency War Council.
Amid the whistling of cannonballs and arrows and the cries of the people still fighting, several officers sat down near the maps that had been drawn on the ground, including Helion’s personal assistant, who had been appointed the interim commander of the cavalry. Hadjar didn't remember his name.
“Nero, take the best fighters and go to the East Gates,” the General drew a path with the tip of his blade. “Tuur and his people will bomb the rocks and soon bring down most of the mountain on the dome. Lian, focus the fire of the gunners and archers at the main entrance of the castle.”
“And what about you, my General?” Lian asked.
“I'll stay here with you. When the dome collapses, Nero and his men will cross the perimeter. They’ll have to participate in the fiercest battle. The disciples and Masters who took refuge in the castle will engage them. Therefore, the cavalry must support Nero’s group.”
The new commander nodded. He looked tired and had a single dark eye, just like Helion. It looked like the gods liked mocking his troops, too.
“When Tuur sets off the rockslide, the Patriarch will be forced to fight. And then I’ll enter the castle and…”
Hadjar looked at his companions, frowned, and plunged his sword into the spot where the castle was drawn on the ground.
“My final order, officers, is that you do not enter the Central pavilion under any circumstances and that you don’t let the army in there.”
Nobody tried to argue or contradict him. Everyone understood that even the echoes of a true cultivator's Techniques could kill thousands of soldiers. How was their General even planning to fight such a monster?
Nobody knew, not even Nero. But they were used to believing in the Mad General, respecting him, and trusting his reckless orders.
“Come, officers. Victory is at hand.”
The Council was over and the officers and commanders went to their assigned positions. Hadjar put his sword back in its scabbard, watching as hundreds of cannonballs and thousands of arrows struck the black dome, and it burned them accompanied by red lightning and orange flashes.
If earlier it had seemed like the sky had been lit on fire or a second dawn had come... It was now possible to claim that Hadjar had set fire to the Heavens. Let the gods bear witness to the fact that Hadjar would do anything to get back to the capital, to his sister, and to the graves of his father and mother.
A thousand-year-old Patriarch, a true cultivator, was nothing more than an annoying obstacle in his path.
As long as his heart kept beating in his chest, no one would ever stop him.
There, at the foot of the gorge, the dome burned over the ancient castle and his weakened, but still ready for battle, army was waiting in the wings. The fearless General was waiting too.
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As Hadjar had expected, the siege of the castle didn’t take more than half an hour. The black dome cracked and the cannonballs began to demolish the walls. The horn sounded and the Bear squad rushed to the East gate along with the cavalry. One of the greatest battles in the entire war began.
The Baliumians and the Moon army fought to finally win, while the sectarians were desperately trying to survive. The disciples and Masters alike understood that they had nowhere to retreat to and so they fought fiercely.
Hadjar felt like he was somehow wrong. A few years ago, he would’ve been standing shoulder to shoulder with Nero. They would be fighting together at the gate, throwing the bodies of their dead foes into the moat and not allowing them to leave the castle.
Instead, he was calmly walking in the direction of the burning front gate. The soldiers along the way saluted him. They were confident in their General and yet there was an air of cheerful hopelessness, like Hadjar was being buried alive.
It was a daunting prospect for a practitioner at the Transformation Stage to be expected to defeat a Heaven Soldier, a true cultivator. Especially when that cultivator was the Patriarch of an ancient sect and had managed to acquire a lot of wealth and knowledge in his life.
Hadjar paused in front of the castle gates for a moment. He wasn't afraid, he just wanted to remember them burning, pitiful and crumbling, before his eyes. The spectacle lifted his spirits.
He stepped boldly into the fire, going through the wall of flames by swinging his blade to part it. The courtyard of the castle, where the fireballs, cannonballs, and arrows were still coming down, was littered with dead bodies. They’d been torn apart by explosions and arrows, and they’d met their deaths terrified, desperate to get out.
They hadn't died as the brave soldiers had, but then, they hadn’t been fighting for more than their own lives. The only mistake of these ordinary disciples had been a desire to become stronger with the help of ‘The Black Gates’ sect.
Hadjar felt neither sympathy nor pity. This world was complicated.
If you choose a dangerous path, be prepared to meet someone dangerous as you travel along it.
A cannonball struck the ground near Hadjar. It distracted him from his thoughts slightly and he started walking a bit faster. The building itself wasn’t much different from the palaces he’d seen in the capital. There were some distinct features, however: the walls were much thicker and not covered with patterns or carvings; there were also tiled roofs and narrow windows rather than huge, stained glass ones.
It was a mixture of opulent elegance and military practicality.
Hadjar walked directly to the entrance of the main building. He found heavy, oaken doors with steel rivets there, ones that seemed to be starting to burn.
He didn't even have to open them. They opened on their own as if hinting that the Patriarch was waiting for him.
Hadjar went inside and all the sounds immediately seemed to disappear. The General was a little confused. After a day of getting used to continuous shouting, the whistling of arrows, ringing of steel, and endless explosions, such a silence was even slightly painful. The lack of light and the soft carpets made it look like the entrance to the abyss, designed to make souls that had accidentally wandered in let their guard down and become easier prey.
However, there were no demons there to tempt him.
Going down a series of long corridors (Lergon had somehow managed to get a detailed map of the Patriarch's castle), Hadjar could admire various statues. He also saw the famous ‘mounts’ of the dark sect along the way.
Lian had told him that they’d been used in the battles on the eastern front. They’d tried to demoralize the Moon army and failed. Maybe that's why the forces that had been at the eastern front had been the first to reach the castle of the Patriarch and begin the siege.
The farther Hadjar advanced, the louder the echo of his footsteps became. He heard it not just with his ears, but also his heart.
Dim, green lanterns illuminated the high ceiling of the underground corridors. They made the terrifying but skillfully made bas-reliefs easier to see. These often depicted demons eating children, men raping women, and women pulling the hearts out of men’s bodies.
Hadjar realized that the things he’d originally mistaken for columns were hideous statues. Some depicted figures intertwined in unnatural sexual positions, while others showed people trying to keep their entrails inside their bodies.
They all had one thing in common—they looked far too alive and stood as if they really felt the weight of the whole castle on their shoulders. Amidst the echo of his own footsteps, Hadjar sometimes felt as if he could hear the cries of these people. Maybe he wasn’t imagining it.
He moved carefully over the carpets as if they might be full of poisonous snakes or other similar creatures. The General turned away from some of the more gruesome statues and bas-reliefs he glimpsed along the way, not wanting to know what was depicted on them.
He walked for almost twenty minutes.
Nero and the cavalry were surely able to capture the East gate in that time. Perhaps the Moon army would be waiting at the main entrance, trying to predict whether the General would come out alive or the victorious Patriarch would carry out Hadjar’s head. If the former happened, victory would truly be theirs, and they would hold a funeral feast to honor the dead. If the latter happened… the funeral feast would be organized in their honor, but no one would be able to enjoy it.
Huge double doors appeared in front of Hadjar out of nowhere. They depicted a terrible demon literally rising up out of the stone to plunge its claws into the neck of an arrogant victim.
The General smiled and kicked the doors open. He’d dreamed of entering a room like this since his childhood, but, alas, such barbaric behavior hadn’t been very acceptable in the Palace.
The bright daylight blinded Hadjar for a moment, and when he opened his eyes again, he almost let out a cry of surprise. The things he had seen previously were terribly frightening, but at the same time, they’d been made with an amazing attention to detail.
Apparently, the castle had been built atop a cliff, because Hadjar could see the sky. It was a clean and blue sky that served as one of the walls of the room. Hadjar stood on one of five huge, round, iron platforms. They were joined together by black, melted bones, assembled to serve as bridges.
An underground corridor had led him to an underground cave.
A huge cave and a horrifying statue.
Five platforms, standing at different heights, surrounded this figure. Blue boilers hung along the walls ... or rather, they’d been blue once. The huge boilers, that surely had a capacity of tons, were covered in long, bloody tracks. Hadjar didn't want to know who’d been cooked in them and how terrible their screams had been.
A statue that was no less than 130 feet tall stood in the center. It looked like a predatory man-bird, a mixture between a harpy and a demon. It had hairy hooves instead of feet and black claws adorned with gold and amber instead of fingers. It had molten stone wings that were so light and graceful that it seemed like the statue would actually fly away at any moment.
Hadjar was very surprised when he saw not just one, but two figures standing on one of the platforms. The second figure, according to its aura, was clearly at the level of a Knight of the Spirit at the least.
“Damn,” Hadjar whispered.
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Hadjar had expected to see a lot of things: a decrepit old man, a psychopath holding a bloody scythe, some arrogant and scarred warrior… Everything but the well-groomed young man. He looked like he was barely twenty years old, even younger than Hadjar.
He had pale skin, thin cheekbones, his nails were well cared for, and he wore expensive clothes made from black silk, velvet, and embroidered with gold threads. Hadjar was certain that this young man was the Patriarch.
The second person, the cultivator at the level of the Knight of the Spirit, was not so elegant. He was actually a little strange: wearing heavy armor, he wielded a huge sword shaped like a raven's beak. He wore a mask that also looked like a raven’s beak and concealed the upper part of his face. The black hood, like a cloak of feathers, made him appear even more similar to the above-mentioned bird.
However, the red-eyed Raven on the cultivator's shoulder meant a lot. Anyway, Hadjar didn’t really know much about the way of life of true cultivators, except for the tidbits he’d gotten from the fragmentary stories told to him by Serra and the Librarian.
“Venerable Raven Wing” the thousand-year-old Patriarch, who looked fifty times younger than he actually was, bowed.
He didn’t just nod as one would at a gala, but bowed, covering his fist with his hand as if he were talking to someone very powerful and far above him.
Hadjar figured that Raven Wing wasn’t the actual name of the second cultivator. It was his title.
According to the Librarian’ stories, every cultivator who became a Knight of the Spirit chose a title. Even if a person's parents gave them a name at birth, it was believed that a cultivator who had traveled so far along the path of cultivation should have the right to choose their own name. Moreover, no titles were ever repeated. Usually, they were chosen because they meant a lot to the Knight, personally.
“Grois,” the Knight nodded completely casually and without any interest.
To a Knight of the Spirit, a mere Heaven Soldier, even the Patriarch of a provincial sect, was no more important than a servant was to a master. If this Raven Wing wanted to, he could obliterate the Moon Army or destroy the entire plateau with a single touch to the hilt of his sword.
Okay, maybe a simple touch wouldn't be enough, but a Technique would surely do the trick.
“Are you so afraid of me, Grois, that you called for a Knight to help you?" Hadjar shouted.
He didn’t want to interfere in the affairs of cultivators, especially the Knights, but he’d cheered himself up with his little outburst. Bragging had never hurt anyone when they were already faced with a deadly threat.
But, as it turned out, he’d done so for no reason. The two cultivators, who had been talking peacefully about something, only noticed his presence after his shout. And as soon as Raven Wing looked into Hadjar’s blue eyes, the General was almost flattened to the ground. It seemed to him like the whole mountain range had fallen on his shoulders, so terrible was the weight of that gaze.
When Raven Wing squinted, Hadjar, fighting back against the pressure on his shoulders, was able to place his blade in front of him with difficulty. That was the only thing that saved him from being cut in two. He was saved only by his intention to draw his blade, rather than Techniques or by touching the sword itself.
May all his relatives turn into demons! The Knight who’d led the nomads at the Blue Wind ridge was no match for Raven Wing.
“Hmph,” the Knight either chuckled or snorted. “Your little rival is not so simple, Grois.”
The Patriarch, without straightening his back, could only strain against the force of Raven Wing’s aura.
“He’s an annoying fly and nothing more, my Lord.”
“That so-called fly has destroyed what you like to call your sect.”
The Knight's tone made it clear that he didn’t think much of ‘The Black Gates’ and its status as a sect.
“I’ll recruit new disciples, my Lord.”
Hadjar was still struggling under the pressure that was like the weight of a mountain, but luckily, no one else was trying to harm him. Raven Wing looked around the cave skeptically. He disliked the blue-red boilers most of all.
“Our great teacher warned you, Grois. If you can’t reach the Spirit Knight level within five hundred years, then you can forget about the Demon Parade.”
The Patriarch bowed even lower and raised his fist covered by his palm as high as possible. It looked utterly obsequious and humiliating.
“I'm close to making a Hundred Thousand Souls pill. It’ll help me level up.”
“Maybe,” the Knight agreed. “But all those pills are only good for mortals like our little fly here. If you take it, you’ll never be able to rise above the initial stage of the Spirit Knight.”
“It’ll be enough for me to participate in the Parade.”
Raven Wing seemed to feel more and more... soiled with every second he spent in this cave, as he was constantly tugging his cloak down, but making sure it didn’t touch the floor.
“That’s up to you, Grois. I'm only talking to you because our teacher asked me to. For some reason, he thinks you show promise. However, I must admit that you are quite good at translating old texts. A Hundred Thousand Souls pill... it seems like the last time one of those appeared on the market was at least fifty thousand years ago. The recipe was thought to have been lost.”
“As you know, my Lord, I’ve found only some of the ancient scrolls. They allowed me to start recreating it.”
Grois, without straightening his back, strode over to a secret niche and took out two bottles of the black substance that Hadjar was very familiar with.
“This is one of the byproducts of my research—Black Rock Smoke. If you break it in a crowded place, you’ll unleash a horrendous epidemic, and only I have an antidote for it.”
Raven Wing didn't even nod his head in gratitude. He just put the jars away in his cloak.
“I see you’re going to take part in a duel. I would, of course, stay to support you, Grois, but I’d start to feel sympathy for mortal women if I spent even another five minutes in this backwater.” Raven Wing said this with such disdain that it felt like he was talking about animals. “The last thing I wanted to warn you about is that the Blue Sky Clan is interested in your research. Especially if it bears fruit. You've been using your lair as a lab for a thousand years, and you haven't been found out yet. But now, if you come to the Parade, they'll suspect something's wrong.”
“The Parade will take place in twenty years.”
“Even two thousand years are nothing to the Blue Sky,” the Knight spoke irritably and Grois bent down even lower. “However, it’s up to you. If you take the chance, you might get a bounty placed on your head by the Blue Sky clan, and then you won’t be welcome in our group anymore.”
“Is that what the teacher said?”
“It’s what I’m saying,” the walls shook from Raven Wing’s voice; some of the cauldrons cracked. “I’ve told you everything. It’s all up to you now.”
The cultivator turned around and... stepped off the cliff. A moment later, he was up in the air, standing on the back of a giant crow. He took one last look at Hadjar and disappeared so quickly that he turned into a distant black dot in a second.
The pressure that had been trying to crush Hadjar immediately disappeared.
“I think you’ve heard something that strangers weren’t intended to hear,” Grois straightened up and his bearing was so arrogant that Hadjar was sickened by his duplicity. “I wouldn't have cared if you’d just taken all my pavilions.”
The Patriarch turned and started down the stairs. His clothes changed with each step he took. Velvet turned into steel and gold turned into flame.
“I wouldn't have cared if you’d burned down all the libraries. By the demons, how disgusting it looks when you mortals are ready to rip each other’s throats out for the pseudo-Techniques that are stored there.”
He kept walking. Long, steel shoes that looked like demonic paws covered his feet. The hem of his clothes curved and assumed the shape of sickles with snarling demons in the center.
“If you’d just killed all the people in the sect, I wouldn't have even looked in your general direction. Still, the pill is almost ready, and even cultivators such as Raven Wing will soon be forced to bow their heads to me,” his hair became steely and sharp. Weird claws grew out of his gloves, wrapping around his forearms. They looked almost like bats without any wings, “But you dared to come after me.”
He stopped in front of Hadjar. Long cuts appeared along the ground around them from the force of his aura, and Hadjar’s sword began to tremble as if he’d already been fighting someone for an hour.
“Pathetic mortal! You’re nothing but a practitioner! How dare you think that you can even stand next to a true cultivator! It's like you’re spitting in the face of the entire martial arts world! And it is my duty to send you to the depths of the abyss so that you’ll realize the full extent of your delusions!”
Despite feeling overwhelmed, Hadjar managed to offer a dry:
“It’s a deal.”
The roar of a dragon filled the cave and the Mad General rushed into battle.
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The iron platform from which Hadjar kicked off produced a metallic ringing that sounded like a gong being struck by a hammer. The clear outline of his feet appeared in the place where Hadjar had stood a moment ago.
The dragon’s roar merged with the iron clang, creating an echo of colossal vibration. The walls and the cauldrons started shaking. The liquid inside them began to spill out, covering the statue in the center in a viscous scarlet mixture.
Hadjar's blade shone with a pure steel radiance that took the form of a dragon. He’d cleaved the rider who had challenged Hadjar to avenge his beloved in half with such a strike and had killed Master Robarg with it. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that he could actually injure the Shadow of the Immortal using this same attack.
Grois, standing half-turned toward his enemy, didn’t move a muscle, didn’t even raise an eyebrow. His clothes flew up into the black sickles with demonic visages in the middle. 
[Starting processing the hostile object’s behavioral patterns]
One of these weapons was enough to stop Hadjar. His sword was trapped, as if in a vise, and the energy that ended up torn from the blade brushed against the shoulders and armor of the Patriarch like a gentle rain. It didn’t leave a single scratch on his body and simply dissolved into fog somewhere at the level of his legs.
“If that's all you've got…”
Grois didn't say anything further. He waved his hand and five sickles rushed toward Hadjar from different directions. The General barely managed to rip the blade out of the iron mouth and block one of the sickles with his sword.
The force that hit him was equal to the might of the sickles that had protected the Snake Gates until recently.
The General was thrown a dozen yards away and dragged along the third and highest platform. Almost falling over the cliff and into the abyss, Hadjar stopped himself on the very edge of the ground and, leaping to his feet, was ready to repel the next blow. But, to his surprise, the Patriarch didn’t take a single step forward. He was still standing in the middle of the central area with an indifferent and disappointed look, staring at his opponent.
Hadjar assumed a low stance and waved his blade. At the same time, the steel platforms vibrated, making a sound like a flock of birds chirping. A storm wind rose up. The sharp threads cut through the stone easily and left deep gouges in the metal. Inside the waves, ghostly blades danced. They chipped pieces off the statue, covering the floor with golden feathers and amber crumbs.
This huge wave rushed toward the Patriarch. This time, he actually moved. Turning to face the attacking Technique, Grois raised his palms up. Whirling pitch-black energy spun around them. It merged with the claws that had grown out of the elbows of his plate gloves. They twitched and came alive.
They spread out and caught the storm wave. The advance of the Technique slowed down. The metal creaked briefly as the wave pushed forward a bit, but it was already frozen in place. Then Grois brought his palms together and the claws repeated his movement, dispelling the Technique.
To an onlooker, it might’ve looked as if it had been very easy for the Patriarch to dispel the ‘Strong Wind’. But he had, in fact, found himself surprised by the unexpected power demonstrated by this pitiful mortal practitioner. Such an attack was normal for a Heaven Soldier to use, but not a mortal...
Grois, unable to accept that a mortal could possess such an ability, decided that the General had been lucky enough to stumble upon an ancient artifact. Well, that artifact would now become his!
The Patriarch turned toward his enemy, but... he wasn’t there. Grois saw only a black flash, and a moment later heard an echo from the ringing platforms that Hadjar was moving across.
The General was behind Grois. With a wild roar, he stabbed his foe, angling his blade upward as he tried to kill the Patriarch. The steel dragon launched itself from his blade. Its fangs struck the black steel sickles. This time, three out of five blades formed an impenetrable barrier. Grois realized at last that he was facing a real opponent and started taking things seriously.
He waved his hand, sending the remaining two sickles and the claws in to attack. Their simultaneous advance forced the General to retreat, and that bought the Patriarch enough time to use his Technique.
He extended his arm, fist clenched and resembling a paw, then said:
“Spirit of Despair.”
If Hadjar had previously seen the energy around his opponents swirling slightly, then... in the case of the Patriarch, he saw a bright fire. A wave spread out from under his feet, filling the entire area where the combatants stood.
The five sickles writhed like snakes and disembodied spirits appeared in the air because of the vibrations. They screamed and floated beneath the distant ceiling. Every spirit held weapons in its hands: spears, shields, axes, maces, swords… They opened their ghostly mouths in a silent scream and stared at their prey.
Grois clenched his fist and the spirits charged in. Hadjar was fighting a wave of dead souls.
The General conjured a silver cocoon  to protect himself. The dragon danced around him, but couldn't stop all the spirits. One in a thousand of them managed to harm Hadjar's flesh with its blade. They easily knocked off his steel armor and cut through the leather straps which the swords of the ordinary sectarians couldn’t have even damaged.
Hadjar carefully observed the vibration of the sickles through the stream of dark ghosts and the shining silver of the cocoon that his own sword had turned into. He knew that if he didn’t stop the sickles, he could say goodbye to his life.
Hadjar dashed to the side and swung his sword as he jumped.
“Spring Wind!” He roared, putting almost all of his energy into the strike.
The torrent of spirits struck the iron platform. The thousand-year-old metal cracked. It shattered into fragments and plunged into the deep, blue abyss.
Hadjar landed on the next platform and launched his attack, which took the form of a vertical dragon claw that was twice as large as the storm surge had been.
The bright, shining attack emitted waves of steel light, leaving gouges in the arches and platforms. The sword strike, multiplied by Traves’ Technique, crashed into Grois’ defenses.
The two metal claws grabbed hold of Hadjar’s Technique but were unable to block it like they’d done previously. Shaking violently, they bent further with every second that passed, allowing the General’s attack to move closer and closer to Grois.
Dumbfounded, unable to believe his eyes, the Patriarch was forced to make several gestures with his hands. His energy once again spread out like a black sea under his feet and the five sickles rose into the air. They latched onto each other, forming a pentagonal shield.
The sword Technique, after managing to bypass the metal claws, struck the shield and, before dispersing, forced Grois to take four steps back.
Grois waved his hands once again, roaring, and made the sickles break Hadjar’s dragon claw. It disappeared, melting away and leaving only scraps of energy behind.
The Patriarch looked at Hadjar, who was having trouble breathing; the General was covered in blood and sweat but still standing. If someone outside this backwater found out that a mere mortal had forced him to fight at full strength, he wouldn’t be able to attend the Demon Parade and visit the Empire because he would become a joke.
Grois had to kill this puny insect that had just been lucky enough to come across an artifact. Or unlucky, perhaps, because he would lose not only his life in this fight, but also that treasure.
The Patriarch waved his hand, pointing at his enemy. He didn’t immediately realize that only four sickles appeared, rather than five. The fifth one, crumpled and torn apart, lay motionless on the platform.
This time, the walls of the cave shook not because of a dragon’s, but because of a human’s roar. The Patriarch rushed in, wanting to end his foe’s life quickly.
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If someone had entered the cave at that moment, they would’ve seen only a series of flashes as black and steel light collided. The sword strikes, that had taken the form of a dragon's fangs and claws, would also have been noticed among these brief flashes. Sometimes, they alternated with dark spirits, both combining to chip away at the rock around them and leave deep marks on the ringing metal platforms.
Admittedly, even a practitioner (not a cultivator, of course), would probably have been killed if they’d been anywhere near this battle.
Grois attacked his enemy with a force and zeal that he hadn’t displayed for a thousand years. The last time he’d fought with this much passion and determination had been his exam at the School. He had failed. The man who’d later become Raven Wing had beaten him in front of his teachers. Raven Wing had been a pathetic loser that he’d bullied for decades, and now he had to bow and scrape before him.
The memory of that fight only exacerbated his rage.
“Spirit of Mourning!”
The four sickles drew a symbol in the air and an enormous phantom skull emerged from it. It tried to tear Hadjar apart with a single bite, baring long and inhuman fangs. The General, lacking energy, used the “Spring Breeze”.
It was his third dragon claw attack that day and the General was absolutely sure that he wouldn’t have enough strength to launch a fourth one. He crashed into the black ghost skull and an explosion sounded; it was so loud that even the soldiers standing around the castle heard it.
Grois was thrown thirty feet away and skidded across the iron platform. Hadjar flew back a good hundred feet. He crashed into a stone wall and, after hanging there for a couple of moments, fell down to the iron platform. Bloodstained stones rained from above.
The warriors rose to their feet slowly. The Patriarch's armor was slightly scratched in several places, and he had a bruise on his right cheekbone...
Hadjar's red armor had been reduced to scraps of steel plates. His arms and torso were covered in lacerations. A piece of flesh had been torn from his right thigh where one of the blades had found its mark.
The neuronet was still unable to scan the Patriarch’s stats, but Hadjar didn’t need the information. He was sure that each of Grois’ parameters exceeded his own by at least a third.
“You must think you're a hero.” The Patriarch wasn’t even breathing heavily.
Disgusted, he pulled off his steel gloves. They fell to the floor and rolled in the direction of the cliff.
“But you’re wrong,” the Patriarch continued, slowly descending toward the swaying, stunned Hadjar. “You are not a hero. Tell me, Mad General, what did you come here for? To help the Baliumians? Ha! Pull the other one. I know you don't care about them, the same way you don’t care about the Moon army. You came here for your own purposes. You're just using the people around you. Just like me. So, tell me, why do you keep getting up? Accept your death with dignity.”
“Yuu arrr...wrrrrrg,’’ Hadjar whispered, spitting out blood. His lips were cut open and bleeding.
“What?” Grois asked, confused.
He came closer to the General and leaned down, placing his hand pointedly behind his ear.
“You're… wrong,” Hadjar growled out.  “We're... different.”
“Yeah? Well, explain it to me, tell me how we differ.”
The sickles hovered near the General’ neck, but there was no fear reflected in his blue eyes.
No fear, no doubt.
Only an iron will that could break the Heavens and split the Earth asunder.
The Patriarch mistook it for madness. He couldn’t see the dragon dancing in the depths of his enemy’s gaze.
“You'll die here and I won't!”
Something changed in the General’s aura for a moment. His sword seemed to become sharper, his gaze deeper, he seemed to increase in size, becoming as impregnable and monumental as the highest peak of the surrounding mountains.
The Patriarch involuntarily took a step back, and when he realized what he’d just done, he immediately gave a mental order to his sickles. They were an artifact that had been passed down in his family for forty thousand years. He’d killed his own brothers and father in a fight to claim them.
The sickles didn’t have time to plunge into Hadjar’ neck. He put his other hand on the hilt of Moon Beam and now the energy was flowing like a lake under his feet. This new energy was different from the one he’d used to power his recent Techniques. The sight of it sent shivers down Grois’ spine.
The Patriarch tried to retreat for the first time, but he was too slow. Hadjar, clutching his sword with both hands, swung the blade much faster this time.
A dragon's fang didn’t come out from the weapon this time, a silver vortex wasn’t formed, and the storm surge remained dormant. The strike was a simple one. However, Grois felt the echoes of distant mysteries in it. It wasn’t a mystery that led to the spirit of the Sword, it led only to faint images of it, to the shadows of shadows, to the faded memories of a forgotten dream. But even that was enough to produce an attack that didn’t emerge looking like a ghostly blade, but instead…
It wasn't a blast of wind or air. It was the blade itself. It wasn’t its physical form, but the true spirit, the essence of it. The force of the strike easily cut through rocks thirty feet away from the epicenter. It split apart the steel platforms, sending them down into the bottomless abyss and turning the remains of the statue into stone confetti.
Grois made a few gestures, using more than half his energy and his best defensive Technique. This Technique had saved his life many times before.
“Spirit of Sorrow!”
A ribcage appeared around him, and the crossed sickles added to the structure in the form of a black medallion. Hadjar's attack met the double layer of defenses and exploded with the force of a natural disaster.
The Patriarch shouted something, trying to hold back the avalanche. It was actually overpowering him. The ribcage cracked, crumbling. The sickles vibrated and were quickly covered in a web of cracks.
The artifact broke first. The ancient legacy surrendered to the mysteries of the Sword spirit and exploded into steel dust. The remains of the sword strike’s energy hit Grois in the chest, assuming the guise of a simple slash.
A thick red line blossomed across the Patriarch's chest and he fell to his knees. He looked incredulously at his palm, which was covered in blood, and at the pitiful shards of the once mighty artifact.
The Patriarch rose to his feet, swaying. He was prepared to use his last treasure, which was kept in reserve for just these kinds of occasions, but the General's appearance made him smile and reconsider.
Hadjar looked even worse than before. Launching that terrifying attack that couldn’t possibly belong to a mortal blade had apparently harmed him as well. Even Heaven Soldiers who were at the second stage of their level couldn’t have wielded such immense power safely.
The General's skin wasn’t visible beneath all the blood. The capillaries in his eyes had burst, turning them into a scarlet mess. He had trouble breathing and was leaning on his sword, which he’d stabbed into the ground. His head was bent so far down that it was below the sword’s hilt, and he could hardly stay upright without collapsing to the ground.
Grois bent down and picked up the two largest pieces of his sickles with his bare hands.
“It’s possible to use the energy of a Spirit before reaching the highest stage of the Heaven Soldier level? The best Academies of the Empire would gladly open their doors to you. Alas, like any genius, you are most vulnerable when you are young. And nobody will ever know how great a swordsman you could’ve been, Mad General.”
The Patriarch, wasting his last bit of energy, turned into a black whirlwind. He flew across the distance separating them and hit his enemy like a torrent of chaotic slashes.
Hadjar defended himself somehow, but his sword moved sluggishly, and his hands grew heavier with each new strike he blocked. He knew that he’d overestimated his abilities, and that, even after sacrificing his connection to the wind and gaining knowledge about the Sword Spirit, he was still unable to fight on equal terms with true cultivators.
One of the sickle shards was rammed into his left side. Hadjar inadvertently bent over from the force of his bloody cough. He grabbed Grois’ wrist, but the Patriarch just pushed the General’s hand aside and raised the second shard over his head for the finishing blow.
A question appeared in front of Hadjar's eyes with a loud click.
[The enemy's attack patterns have been successfully processed! Would you like to use the forecast module?]
Hadjar had no idea what the forecast module was, so...
He said yes.
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 It was impossible to use the Sickles of Five Spirits without being a skilled melee fighter. Grois was famous for his skill at dual wielding weapons; he always attacked in the most unpredictable ways and from nearly impossible angles. No one at the School could predict his Techniques and movements, not even Raven Wing.
That was how it had always been.
Until today...
The Mad General pulled the sickle out of his side and pushed Grois back with his shoulder.
A pathetic attempt to prolong his agony. Still, if the General wanted to be reduced to bloody chunks, Grois wouldn’t disappoint him. After all, a person's dying wish was a sacred thing.
The Patriarch attacked in an unpredictable way once again. Or at least he thought so at first. However, his sickles couldn’t even touch the General’s disheveled hair.
Hadjar was making just one subtle, elusive gesture instead of the three movements he’d been using previously. He would flick his wrist slightly instead of using all the power he could muster.
He seemed to have guessed all the possible variations of Grois’ attacks and now knew which ones to prepare for.
Hadjar had also somehow figured out the best counters to these attacks, allowing him to inflict maximum damage and avoid getting hurt at the same time.
Grois felt like the General had turned into a disembodied spirit that was having carefree fun in the midst of his ceaseless attacks. He moved like a leaf in the wind, avoiding every stab and slash. The General's sword reached Grois' body, but the General himself was out of reach.
The Patriarch might’ve thought that the General had advanced to the next level of blade mastery, but...it almost seemed like he was fighting Raven Wing in his current form!
“What the...?”
Hadjar didn’t allow Grois to finish his sentence. He saw a brief opening in the rhythm of the frantic attacks. And that was enough for his blade to open up the Patriarch's throat. The whirlwind of sickles immediately stopped, and Grois, holding the severed artery with his hand, staggered back.
He couldn’t believe his eyes and refused to understand what was happening.
He’d already touched the ring, intending to use his last trump card…but the world was already getting dark. Bloodied and barely breathing, wounded and nearly unconscious, Hadjar stood behind the Patriarch. He didn’t waste much time. The General quickly dropped to his knees, leaned on his sword, and cut Grois’ body into several pieces. Grois’ murky blood, blackened by the experiments he’d performed, drenched the ground around them.
[Warning! The computing module is overheating! Network features won’t be available until the reboot is completed. Estimated time until functionality is restored: 1754 days 9 months 2 weeks…]
Hadjar blinked away the message. He wasn’t sure that he would dare to use the neuronet ever again after it had so thoroughly controlled his body, brain, and consciousness, even if it took twice as long to reboot.
The General smiled. He smiled and laughed through the pain, trying to stem the flow of blood pouring from his wounds. If anyone had seen him in such a state, they would’ve realized that the nickname ‘Mad’ hadn’t been given to the General just because of his insane plans.
He was alive.
The Patriarch was dead.
That’s what truly mattered. Everything else was just road dust on the long path of cultivation. He might’ve used someone else's power to win, but... He would have to justify that later... Right now, he just wanted to get to bed and sleep for a week. A worthy reward for the winner to enjoy, according to his soldiers.
Hadjar, before getting up to leave the crumbling cave, noticed the ring that Grois had tried to reach for before his death.
After barely managing to bend down and almost falling into the abyss (Damn my greed!), Hadjar lifted Grois’ severed hand and cut off his index finger. He pulled the ring off and felt the energy emanating from the object.
It was a very strange energy, and he was certain that he’d never felt something similar in this world, even when he had dived deep into the river of energy in his quest to get to the Spirit of the Sword.
Cutting off a strand of his hair, Hadjar tied the ring to the hilt of his sword and decided that he still had time to figure out what to do with this artifact. The General had no doubt that the ring was an artifact.
Barely pulling himself up, he staggered toward the exit.
***
Hadjar didn’t remember much of what happened next. He seemed to lose consciousness at times, but he kept going anyway. The corridor was as difficult for him to overcome as the test of the Shadow had been. The General thought he could hear the voice of his mentor urging him to keep walking. Hadjar didn’t know whether he was dreaming, hallucinating, or if he was actually hearing the voice.
He just kept walking.
***
He kept walking, clinging to the wall, and leaving a trail of blood behind him.
Then someone must have picked him up. Someone he trusted implicitly...
A familiar voice said:
“I don’t care that you forbade everyone from entering the castle. Don’t you dare die here, Hadj! You owe me a thousand cores for my wedding!”
Hadjar wanted to argue that his debt had just recently been only forty cores, but he no longer had the strength to do so.
He occasionally regained consciousness, but more often than not, he was diving into the dark oblivion. He saw fragments of different scenes:
An ancient castle was burning.
The soldiers of the united army were rejoicing.
The healers were flying over the battlefield like ghosts, taking the bodies of the groaning wounded with them.
He saw the fields of dead bodies… There were hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands of them. They’d been impaled on spears, dismembered, scattered across the ground.
He thought he was being carried away on a hastily assembled stretcher. The same familiar voice said that those who tried to carry the General ‘on his shield’ would end up meeting their forefathers.
He might’ve been saluted. Hadjar didn't understand why he couldn't immediately remember that he was… a General…
Had he fought someone?
Hadjar was losing consciousness… He saw a golden river. He dived into it, and for some reason, he immediately felt at home. And this new home was much better than his tent.
The deeper he sank into that golden river, the more he realized that the water wasn’t liquid at all…It was hair.  He was combing scented, golden hair with a jade comb.
A little girl was sitting in front of him and babbling about something, completely carefree. He thought her name might be Elaine and that she was his sister.
***
The most beautiful princess in all the nearby kingdoms sat in a gazebo in the garden by the pond. This girl’s sword had never failed her. She knew the art of discourse as well as the art of swordplay. The king was tired of apologizing to the ambassadors for the humiliation Elaine would always inflict on her prospective suitors.
Along with the Princess, her favorite maid was in the gazebo. She was brushing her hair and talking about the Mad General who was waging a war against the invincible sect.
Elaine, who usually listened attentively to stories about Hadjar, couldn’t grasp the meaning of the words.
She felt like someone else was brushing her hair. He was someone close to her, but she couldn’t make out even a vague image of this man.
She was afraid her dreams would stop.
She felt much more comfortable in the gazebo opposite the lake than anywhere else in the whole castle.




Chapter 182

Wrapped in bandages, Hadjar stood on a hill, leaning on a crutch, and looked at the valley that stretched out at the foot of the Black Mountains. It was teeming with life.
The villagers were slowly repairing their houses, warehouses, and barns. The soldiers of Balium and Lidus were working alongside them. They were chopping down huge trees, covering the tall, green grass in a sea of orange and gold chips.
Some of the women worked alongside the men. The others brought everyone fresh and cold milk, along with loaves of hot, crispy bread.
The wind was blowing, telling Hadjar more and more stories...
A week after the Battle at the Cursed Castle, as the bards were calling it, the mourning and dirges that accompanied the souls of the dead on their last journey had been forgotten. People didn’t see those funeral pyres in their dreams any longer.
The surviving soldiers weren’t playing the drums or the Ron’Jah, though. And how many had survived?
Only nine hundred thousand soldiers of the army that had numbered almost three million at the beginning of the battle had been able to descend to the foot of the mountain on their own. About half that many had been carried down on stretchers.
All the others had died, holding on for three days at most. The survivors had covered them with branches, moss, and rags in order to make their final beds softer.
Hadjar heard that Nero had helped the healer gather up all the dead. The General had been lying unconscious in his tent at the time. He didn’t remember much from that period, but for some reason, he saw the golden river all the time.
Anyway, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to help his friend carry the dead bodies. The last time, after the battle at the Blue Wind ridge, he’d been able to overcome his fatigue and wounds and return to the battlefield, or rather the sea of the dead and dying.
He hadn't been a General back then.
The silhouette standing near the stables distracted the General from his mournful thoughts. Hadjar thought things through for only a few moments.
He didn't want it to end like this.
He hobbled to his tent and climbed into the saddle of his horse. He could hardly put his foot in the stirrup, and only his crutch helped him push off the ground hard enough to actually manage it.
Once he’d mounted his horse, the General grimaced in pain. A bloodstain spread over the bandages on his right side.
The healer had warned him that it would be impossible to get out of bed for five more days. Hadjar would most likely have to endure a tirade in the near future…
Pulling on the reins, he spurred his horse, though the action was more akin to him hugging the horse's sides gently with his feet. Thank heavens that the horse was well trained and that was enough for it to understand the command and move.
He carried Moon Beam with him. Hadjar couldn't let anyone see him without a sword. No matter how badly he was wounded, if a warrior didn’t lower his weapon, then he was ready for battle.
And the Mad General was always ready to fight.
Putting on his cloak made from the skins of the White Apes, Hadjar went down to the foot of the cliffs. He felt pain shoot through his entire body with every step his horse took. He was also very dizzy.
Hadjar led his horse to the forest in which the silhouette had disappeared.
Surprisingly, the last time he’d been here was just last winter. And, despite the fact that the snowy forest was amazingly beautiful in its own right, its true magnificence was revealed only in the late spring.
There was a riot of green colors and life. Birds were singing, animals were running about, and you could hear the crunch and crackle of ancient trunks swaying in the wind and the rustle of their treetops. All of this seemed to be defying the recent battle and the wounds that it had left in the survivors’ hearts.
Nature itself seemed like it was trying to cure people. People, animals, and trees were all equal in nature’s eyes, on Heaven and Earth both. Hadjar had realized this only recently and still didn't know how to treat this new knowledge.
The General had become not only an experienced commander but also a tracker and hunter as of late. He easily found signs of the rider’s passage and, ignoring the pain, let the horse run at a gallop.
They flew over streams and the broken trees left after the invasion. They jumped over the black, lifeless gullies left behind by the Patriarch’s poison. This painful chase, reopening his wounds, was almost typical for Hadjar’s life.
It seemed to him like he wasn’t catching up to someone, but running away from something instead, for example, from the medallion swinging on his chest.
After all, the Patriarch had been right.
Hadjar was a warrior. Nobody could change that. The sword was his life and he needed nothing but the sword. While the sharp steel hung on his belt, he felt that he was holding his fate in his own hands.
But Hadjar wasn’t a soldier. He hadn’t fought for Lidus, though he’d thought about its people. He hadn't fought for king Primus or for Balium. He had come all this way, spending a few years wading through rivers of blood, for his own very selfish purposes.
Hadjar had left all that behind, and he was getting closer to the silhouette trying to disappear into the thicket on its horse.
Perhaps the General wouldn’t be able to catch up to her. So, he shouted:
“You’ll kill me!”
The silhouette stopped the chase after a while.
She was walking barefoot across the grass when he caught up; Hadjar could see the most beautiful female feet striding across the cold morning dew. She’s…
Nehen was beautiful. In every way... except one.
She stopped in front of him and lowered her hood. Her long hair tumbled out across her shoulders and fell down to her waist...
“What are you doing, you stupid General?” The witch sighed.
“What are you talking about?”
By the gods and demons… I can see the whole world in her eyes.
“You chased me down,” her voice almost merged with the rustle of the leaves and Hadjar felt his heartbeat slowing down.
“I just wanted to…”
Hadjar didn't want to make excuses. A man didn’t have to justify himself to a woman in these kinds of moments. The man’s desires were important too…
“You can't stop me.”
There was silence. It was solemn and unusual in the cheerful forest.
“You don't want to leave.”
“Neither do you, stupid General.”
Their eyes met. Hadjar would’ve liked to say “I do want to leave”, but that would’ve been a lie. What they’d come to feel for each other was not love in the conventional sense.
It really wasn't love at all. Two people, or rather, one human being and one not-so-human entity, had met briefly on the winding path of life and found solace in each other's company.
They weren’t like Serra and Nero. They respected each other, but there was no affection between them
Perhaps they could’ve made a good married couple, whose relationship would not be complicated by unnecessary emotions, but…
Neither of them wanted such a simulated love. Like any practitioner, they fought and risked it all to live a life that was as full, bright, and free as possible.
They would have long lives and it would be stupid to spend them with someone for whom they felt nothing but genuine respect…
“I see you've figured it out,” the witch smiled a little sadly. “Goodbye, Hadjar Traves.”
The cloak slipped from her shoulders like a silk rain, and she was left naked. The General tried to memorize her perfect curves and exquisite beauty.
She touched his horse's neck, and Hadjar was eager to cover her hand with his. He was also afraid he wouldn't be able to let her go if he did.
Still, she wasn't exactly human either…
There was a short flash and a white wolf was standing in the spot where the witch had just been. Blue, crystal horns blossomed on her head, and a blue fishtail appeared in place of a normal one.
It was the Wolf of the Islands.
She hadn’t deceived him. After all, if there were animals that could turn into people, so, too, must there be people who could turn into animals.
She disappeared into the thicket and Hadjar took the reins of his horse and turned back.
She might’ve allowed him to see her departure on purpose. She’d said goodbye in her characteristic wolfish manner.
“I wish you good hunting, Nehen, Wolf of the Islands.”
His heart was full of sorrow, but Hadjar knew he would soon feel better. For the first time in a long time, he’d done the right thing.
He now felt brave enough to take off the General's medallion, which was growing heavier with each passing day.
That stage of his life was over.
He wanted to go back.
The capital was waiting for him.




Chapter 183

Only Nero was in the tent besides the sleeping Azrea and Hadjar, who was shaving. Nero was eating his second portion of lamb. The Moon army in general was eating better than ever after winning their battle against the sect.
The grateful villagers were making sure that the soldiers were so fat they wouldn’t be able to fit into their armor. Tuur, the only officer who’d survived, except for Lian (Nero doesn’t count, he’s as tough as a cockroach), was of the belief that a soldier shouldn’t overeat.
Lian supported him, wisely remarking how a person that had been created for battles shouldn’t spend their time mindlessly feasting. Therefore, despite the rich lunches and dinners, the soldiers were training twice as much as before. Fortunately, the soldiers who had survived the battle with the sect saw the training as something wonderful. Moreover, both the Baliumians and the Moon soldiers treated the training as an easy warm-up and often kept training even after the regular sessions were done.
Nero often joked that they’d deprived Balium of its shield in the form of “The Black Gates” and forged a sword for them instead, in the form of Lergon's men.
“I don’t understand you, Hadj,” Nero hiccupped loudly and drank out of a cup of wine diluted with water. “How could you let a woman like Nehen go?”
Hadjar calmly continued to shave. It was hard to manage while lying in bed and wrapped in bandages. Yesterday had been the first day he’d been able to move on his own without cutting off a piece of his nose or slashing an artery open. However, he still had his crutch, and he still couldn’t draw his sword.
His fight against the true cultivator had left him with many injuries.
“You must’ve asked me that a thousand times by now...”
“And I’ll ask you another ten thousand times,” Nero was genuinely puzzled. “If I hadn’t met Serra, gods as my witnesses, I’d have challenged you to a duel for that woman.”
Hadjar just shrugged. He’d lost interest in the subject after a month. He’d felt empty after they had parted, especially at night when his bed was suddenly much larger. But Hadjar was quickly returning to his natural state of being a bachelor.
“Well, it’s all on you. Let the gods judge you.”
The General ignored that phrase. He’d heard it as many times as he’d heard the question about Nehen. His friend simply couldn’t help mentioning the beautiful witch during the day, when Serra wasn’t nearby, of course.
Serra, unlike her lover, was tactful enough not to talk about Nehen. But she was also glad to see her gone. Although… perhaps she was just satisfied that the Moon army had received some scrolls from the very rich sect library. Perhaps this knowledge had been insignificant to Grois, but it was very valuable to both Balium and Lidus...
The soldiers that could not help out with the building efforts because of their wounds were rewriting the scrolls and making two copies of them.
One copy was intended for Lergon and his men. The other one was meant for the Moon army’s library. This had made the Librarian very annoyed; hardly anyone visited his tent now.
A soldier didn’t need Honor points to visit the army library. More precisely, they did, but they were awarded the points by the commanders, without any intermediaries and without needing to wait for the approval of the Generals. The representatives of the Generals hadn’t visited Hadjar for a year, so they couldn't take part in the distribution of Honor points. The use of this alternative system had made it so that the Mad General was even more respected. He was famous not only for his great victories but also because he offered his people an opportunity to advance along the path of cultivation without needing to rely on the Empire.
The meditation Technique they’d managed to salvage from the sect's library was very sought after. Of course, it was weak and only allowed a practitioner to reach a level where they might be close to becoming a true cultivator, but that was enough for many of the soldiers.
The Librarian had been furious when he’d found out that this Technique had become available to the common soldiers. No one, except Hadjar, understood the reason behind his discontent. The General knew that this went against Darnassus’ plans to control the Kingdom's strong practitioners.
The old man had even wanted to break into Hadjar’s tent, but hadn’t been able to do so. Nero, who’d been guarding his friend’s dwelling for the whole month, had stopped him. He often didn’t allow even the bodyguards and healers to enter. He was afraid that they might be the surviving spies of the sect and would want revenge.
Of course, there were some sectarians that had survived. Many of them had been imprisoned. It wasn’t their concern. However, some of the spies had originally infiltrated the army’s ranks. They hadn't revealed their existence yet or had decided it was stupid to be loyal to a destroyed sect. Anyway, Nero never left his post.
“Why are you so sure he's coming today?”
“Or she,” Hadjar said.
“Or she,” Nero agreed. “Why would a messenger from the Generals visit you today?”
Hadjar didn’t answer. It was easy to estimate, even without his neuronet. It would take two weeks for the news of the Moon army’s victory to reach the capital. It would then take a week for the Generals to coordinate their actions, either directly with the King or with the Empire. The latter was more probable. It was unlikely that Primus held much sway anymore. That power probably belonged to the officials that had been bribed by Darnassus.
“My General!” The bodyguard came in and saluted. “You have a messenger from the General staff here to see you.”
Nero almost choked with surprise and turned to his friend.
“Let them in,” the General nodded.
The bodyguard saluted again and walked out, holding the canopy open for a young man of eighteen to enter. Out of breath and covered in road dust as he was, he didn’t look like the careless and well-groomed offspring of some official. Apparently, he’d really worked to earn his position and wasn’t just messing around thanks to his mother’s or father’s patronage.
“General Hadjar Traves,” the boy said in greeting. Hadjar saw a hint of deep respect in his eyes. It was quite a strange thing for a direct subordinate of the Generals to feel, taking into account their attitude toward Hadjar. “I’ve got a letter for you!”
He put the envelope sealed with wax on the table and waited for his orders.
“Take our guest to the baths and feed him,” Hadjar ordered.
The bodyguard nodded and led the young man away.
Hadjar, after waiting until they were alone, grabbed the envelope and opened it abruptly. He quickly read the letter, threw it back on the table, and sank into his chair. It was worse than he’d thought.
“By the demon’s offspring,” Nero growled, reading the letter. “They want to give you a title? The pathetic title of Baron, no less, after all you did?”
“It’s just an excuse.”
“Believe me, I know!” Nero crumpled up the letter and threw it on the bed, where Azrea hissed at it. “They want to retire you!”
“They’ve already done so,” Hadjar corrected him. “They’re asking me to come to the capital within the month in order to participate in the celebration in honor of Princess Elaine’s birthday. I’ll need to appoint an acting General. They’ll try to get even with me during that month. According to the law, if a General doesn’t fulfill their duties for three weeks, the General staff are within their rights to appoint another person to their post.”
Nero wanted to curse up a storm but didn’t utter a sound. He’d expected to see every kind of reaction except for the Mad General sighing with relief and even smiling.
“Do you want me to leave you the medallion?” Hadjar asked suddenly.
Nero snorted and ran his fingers through his hair.
“I don’t want to miss the opportunity to visit the Royal Palace and see the Princess. They say she's the most beautiful woman in all the kingdoms! So, find another fool to do the job.”
“A female fool it is, then,” Hadjar wanted to quip, as he already knew who he was going to leave the medallion to, but he didn't say anything.
He looked to the side and smiled. Azrea was biting the letter.
It was time to leave.




Chapter 184

The messenger, whose name was Ralpie, refused to leave the army camp. Everyone was happy with that. The boy was a good person, a skillful swordsman, and quickly made friends with the officers. He’d heard many songs about the Moon army over the past few years and had dreamed about sitting around a fire with his idols.
The army broke camp on the second day after his arrival. Their parting with the villagers was touching and emotional. Some Baliumians and even some of the soldiers from Lidus stayed behind, having found a new home for themselves. Hadjar ordered that they be given a year's salary and be allowed to keep their banners, weapons, and armor.
Several hundred soldiers stayed behind at the foot of the mountains after saying a tearful goodbye to their General. They looked at the departing army and saluted the Mad General who they would remember forever. As the army approached the border with Lidus, more people left. Peasants, farmers, scientists, artisans, and ordinary soldiers returned to their homes. They hurried to embrace their mothers and fathers, to kiss their spouses, to hold their children in their hands, to talk to the families of their lost companions.
They received the standards, armor, weapons, and a year’s worth of their salary as well.
There had been a lot of money in the treasury of the sect. Hadjar, being a modest man, had just taken a bit of the money and was planning to leave everything else for the army.
In a week, the million strong army was reduced to less than six hundred thousand people.
There were 130,000 Lidusian and 430,000 Baliumian survivors.
They were standing in the gorge where, in what seemed like another life, Dragon’s Tooth and Moon Leen had fought. They’d met there. They’d used to be enemies once, and now they were comrades. They’d endured terrible battles and suffering together. They’d fought side by side and helped each other survive.
One officer from each army came forward.
One of them was Lergon, who had acquired a few new terrible scars during this time. But what was more important, at least to him, was that he had found a new friend as well...
“My General,” the old officer saluted, so excited that he could barely speak.
Hadjar shook his head and extended his hand.
“My friend,” he corrected him.
Lergon sniffed, nodded, and shook hands with Hadjar.
“May your life be free, General Hadjar,” he said.
The bright midday sun was shining. It was the same as when the roar of battle had shaken the very mountains around them; this event had become a song at first, and a legend after that.
The shadow cast by the clouds somehow resembled a crossed sword and spear. Hadjar had left them in this gorge. He’d stuck them in the ground, and Serra had made sure to seal them with spells. No one would ever, unless they were a true cultivator, be able to pull them out.
“The gorge of the Moon Dragon. That’s what this place will be called from now on.”
“May your death be a worthy one, General Lergon,” Hadjar nodded.
They stood there silently for a few moments and then departed.
When Hadjar, still leaning on his wooden staff, had almost reached his soldiers, he heard something like an explosion behind him. He turned around and realized that he’d done the right thing.
His heart skipped a beat when half a million people raised their fists to the sky and chanted wordlessly. It was the battle cry of their army.
Hadjar responded to them, and then not one, but two armies parted ways.
***
Hadjar stood near the wagon in which he’d reached the Blue Wind ridge once. Hadjar, Nero, and Serra had taken nothing but this wagon. They’d left the tents that had served as their dwellings behind. They’d left the library they had created, the armor, the maps, and some minor artifacts.
They’d only taken what was rightfully theirs. Nobody wanted to be indebted to the Generals.
Hadjar was wearing his shabby, repeatedly patched, old clothes. He had wicker sandals wrapped in gray rags on his feet instead of steel shoes. He had a red rope with a bottle attached to it instead of a silk belt. His hair had been tied with a silk ribbon.
Azrea slept peacefully, and the ring of the Patriarch was swaying on his chest. He hadn't figured out how to open it yet. According to Serra, Hadjar had managed to acquire a spatial artifact. But they didn't know how to use it.
Nero and Ralpie, who had volunteered to go to the capital with the General, loaded the last bale into the cart. As that was going on, Serra was being tightly embraced by Tuur, Lian, and the Chief Healer of the Bear squad. Hadjar realized that he’d never asked the name of the Healer who had treated him so many times.
“My General,” Lian saluted.
Hadjar didn’t answer her and simply shook his head, like he’d done with Lergon. Ignoring Lian’s confused look, he took his medallion off.
“This is yours now.”
“But, my General, you’ll return from the capital and…”
“I won't be coming back,” Hadjar interrupted her. He could’ve told her the real reason he wasn't coming back, but he didn't.
“The Generals won't let me do it, Lian. I like to think I'm not too self-centered, but it’s clear that neither the officials nor the King will feel safe while I’m a General and the army supports me so completely.”
“Well, what do we do now?”
“Now? Lead the Moon Army to new victories. And I‘ll try to help you from the capital.”
Nero helped Serra climb into the wagon. Ralpie jumped in on his own.
“Hurry up,” Nero commanded. He’d already said goodbye to his squad. “I don't want to be late and give the officials a reason to throw stones at us.”
They’d chosen a low hill a good distance away from the camp to say their goodbyes. The stars almost weren’t shining in the sky, and the moon was hidden behind the clouds. No one wanted to listen to pompous speeches, they all wanted to leave quietly and quickly.
“Goodbye, Lian.”
“Goodbye, my General,” Moon Lian nodded.
Hadjar savored the nickname and realized that this must’ve been the way it was originally meant to be. Hadjar climbed into the wagon. Nero guided the horses, turning the carriage toward the main road of the country. The Monks’ road, South Wind had called it. It was strange, Hadjar had never met monks there in all his years.
After the wheels started creaking and the carriage had almost disappeared into the darkness, a new sun blossomed behind them.
Nero braked, and Hadjar peered over the roof of the wagon and looked in the direction of the camp.
Every single soldier was standing in formation. The gunners had rolled out their cannons, the archers had nocked their arrows. The drummers had taken out their drums, the infantry were banging their weapons against their shields. Standards fluttered in the wind, and the largest standard, the one with the image of a bear on it, stood in the center.
“General Hadjar!” The soldiers shouted.
“General Hadjar!”
Hadjar raised his fist after a while.
“General Hadjar!” Thousands of voices answered him.
The wagon disappeared down the road, but for several hours, the soldiers stood, looking into the darkness and seeing their General off.
“General Hadjar!”
“General Hadjar!”
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