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Author’s note:

This book is far removed from my previous works.  When I started writing it I didn’t think it would weave into the wider story of alternate realities that cross over into my other novels, however as I drew toward the end of writing this story there seemed to be a natural way of bringing in an old character and the influence of the mysterious conglomerate controlling the events on the world stage.  You’ll have to read to the end of part three to see the links in my thinking, but for those who have read my other books, you won’t be disappointed.

As for War Child, the concept of this came about as I sat talking to a game designer friend of mine who was looking for an idea for a game based off a novel.  As we batted ideas around the table I proposed the idea which led to this book.

Writing the storyline in conjunction with a game designer has been a challenge as the pace of the story has had to keep up with the expectation of playable scenes within a computer game.  This has meant that the perspectives of characters has been limited and the action plentiful, all the while trying to maintain a believable storyline.

Fortunately for the storyline, and indeed the original concept, I was able to draw on personal knowledge and experience of the region in which it is set.  The whole story is set in Africa, in a non-descript country torn apart by civil war.  Into this world of pain is born a boy who must battle his way through the hardships of war and death, the suffering of abduction and the torment of soldiers who wish to use him as a pawn in their own malicious feud.

Very sadly much of what I draw on for this story is all too real in many parts of Africa.  Yes, there are elements of the book which are pure fantasy, crossing genres to add elements of battle play for the game with creatures that can’t be killed, but on the whole the desperate plight of child soldiers and the brutality they face is very real.

I named this book War Child as it seemed appropriate at the very early stages.  It was only once I’d written about a third of the first section that I remembered reading a book of a similar title many years ago before departing for a mission trip to Africa.  The book was written by a rapper from Sudan who had found acclaim as an artiste having finally been set free to begin a new life having lived for years as a child soldier.  The book is called War Child – A boy soldier’s story, by Emmanuel Jal.  If you have to decide between reading my book or reading his, then read his!  It is an amazing true story that will open up your eyes to the horrors facing some children in Africa today.

I hope you enjoy this story, which for the purposes of the game is set as a trilogy.  Hopefully the game itself will follow on day.

C. P. Clarke  February 2018

Game storyline based on an original idea by C. P. Clarke and Robert Miller
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Part One


Attack on the Village
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The heartlands of Africa have been my home for so long now that I have grown comfortable with their surroundings, and with the people.  I have let my guard down at long last.  I am settled.  I am making a difference and doing good work here.  I am happy, and for the first time in my life content.  But I should have known better than to give in to this false sense of security.  How could I ever think I could be safe here?

As far as medical facilities go ours is pretty basic.  Four walls and a roof, two beds, a handful of wooden chairs bought from a nearby village, two long tables to work from and one lockable cabinet for supplies.  It isn't much, but compared to the rest of our small village it is all a luxury.

Small round mud huts arranged in concentric circles in family units spread across the flat land bordered by the rising forest on all sides.  A few trees sprout out within the village camp are used for shelter from the equatorial heat that scorch this mid-African terrain when the heavy rains aren't falling.

These humble and peaceful people share everything.  Not just possessions: children, parental responsibility, grandparents, food, clothes, and yes the communal toilet huts that serve them all; it is one of the few structures (including the medical centre) that has a door, only ours is the only one with a secure and properly hung frame.

As well as providing medical care we also act as the drop off and distribution centre for any food aid that comes in from the city or aid agencies.  So remote are we from the main towns that few can locate us by the dirt track that weaves through the dense woodland.  Being so shut off I often make regular supply runs in the truck (one of only two working vehicles that service the village), leaving Jenny and Benjamin in the hands of the tribe we have come to love so much.

We had been coming back and forth to the region for almost eight years before setting up the clinic as a permanent feature in the village and moving here as a long term project to help these people and those in the surrounding area.  We have earned their trust, and those of other towns and villages flock to us, often making the long journey on foot through troubled and dangerous countryside to seek the basic aid we offer.  We are funded by well-meaning sponsors in more favourable corners of the world, and the medical supplies are donated by big pharmaceutical corporations who do it out of an obligation to ease their guilty consciences over the extortionate fees they charge the African governments for the same medical essentials.

Benjamin was only four when Jenny first met him here in the village, and she had agreed almost immediately that he was special.  I'd been telling her so for years, ever since I'd started sponsoring him soon after his birth through a charity that sought to help young orphaned children in the area.  The charity had long gone bust but that hadn't stopped me from supporting the boy I'd come to love as my own son.

Many kids in the village have English sounding names, whether a throwback to colonialism or an attempt to fit in with Western culture I couldn't say.  What I do know is that they are very proud of their God given names and pronounce every syllable with a smile.

Benjamin isn't ours by blood, but he is the closest to a son we are ever likely to get.  There are many orphans in the village, cast offs from a civil war that has left a generation roaming the wilds fending for themselves; children of rape and desolated communities.  The war is over, but the terror still reigns with rebel groups randomly attacking peaceful settlements for no other apparent reason other than that they can.

Benjamin, like the other kids in his position, has found a home with the help of Westerners like us, only he was fortunate enough to have us keep returning year after year, investing in his life and that of the community.

It had been Jenny's idea for us to move out here long term.  She had the medical expertise and I the local knowledge and community and government contacts to make it work.  I knew the trade routes.  I knew the warring factions.  I knew the ecology and the wildlife.  In essence I knew how to survive here, and she trusted me to know how to keep her safe.

"Father," says the boy, growing strong and handsome as he breaks his teenage year and soon to be recognised among his peers as a man and no longer the helpless little orphan, "do we have time for football?"

As polite as ever Benjamin seeks permission from me to play with the other children.  He knows the answer.  There is never really an objection.  What he is really asking without making it obvious is, when will lunch be ready?

"You have time, go play!"

"Thank you, Father."  And off he runs to the far side of the village to the open ground on the edge of the huts where one or two trees are the only obstacles to skirt around as he and his friends, in their short sleeves and short pants, chase their ball of wrapped twine filled with discarded plastics, kicking with toughened bare feet.

He is gone no more than five minutes when the first unmistakable shots ring out, breaking the peace of the village so that all falls still in alarm, save for the birds that fly in a wild panic from the treetops.

"Stay here," I command Jenny on instinct.  She heads to the cabinet and unlocks it and retrieves the shotgun we keep there.  She knows the drill.  Victoria, a woman from the village who helps out and is learning the ropes from Jenny, cowers behind her as she shuts the door behind me.

I draw my pistol and wait for the next shot to ring out and echo across the woodland so I can identify where it is coming from.  It is off on the far side of the village, not where the boys are playing football but farther into the tree line where the well is and the water pump from which we all fill our yellow canisters.

I head off in that direction as panicked shouts rise in response of more gunfire.

Angry shouts of unrecognisable male voices cut in as I work my way through the circles of huts, going against the grain of fleeing peasants, confused and fearful.  Then I smell it - the burning.

Suddenly my worst fears are awakened.  The homes, the simple round mud huts that contain the entire wealth and possessions of these people are being set alight.  I can smell the smoke rising.  I can hear some of the men and women of the village trying to stand their ground and protect their own.  I can hear the screams and wails as the odd shot sings through the air.

There isn't as much shooting as you might expect - there never is.  Many would have still been in their huts, caught unawares, the dried reed roofing catching quickly.  Those that made it out were probably hacked down by an unknown number of machete wielding troops marching out of the forest.

I glimpse one or two green guerilla uniforms stepping out of their camouflaged backdrop, silently slaying the innocents.  One woman I see is being dragged into an unlit hut after being punched unconscious.  The soldier undoing the belt of his trousers as he takes her in.

Suddenly I am aware of the shouts, and the screams; from the villagers it is fear, and terror, and pain; from the soldiers it is bold and callous bellows of rage and the laughter of the insane.

I take aim to shoot but then hear the scream from the medical hut and the unmistakable sound of the shotgun blasting, once, twice, but no more.

I'd been lured away and now Jenny was in trouble and the village was burning around me.  I just hoped Benjamin and the other children had sense enough to run for the woods in time.
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I turn to the trees, prepared to run for cover as my father had taught me, but others aren't so sure.  As our ball rolled out of play and we all stopped our jostling for position on the makeshift football pitch the first shots sounded, some of my playmates turned back to their homes.

I couldn't blame most of them, they were young; one was barely six, most were aged around ten or eleven, and a few were a couple of years older than me.  The younger ones wanted the comfort and security of the community.  The older ones thought they were old enough and big enough to fight to protect it.

I ran for cover.  Not out of cowardice you understand, it's just that my father had given me specific instructions should the village ever get attacked.

I hit the trees running, a couple of others close on my heels.  When I think we’re far enough I stop and hunker down in the bushes and look for a place to peer back through the trees at the activity by the huts closest to where we had been playing.

The older boys had been captured quickly as they tried to skirt around the outside of the huts to reach the far side of the village quicker.  A band of militia in khaki uniforms broke from the trees and pistol whipped them as they ran.

The younger boys froze in fright as they trailed behind and then on command lay down on the ground with their hands behind their heads.  I thought they were going to be shot, but what happened next was much worse.

Two of the older boys are dragged to a tree and tied to it, one on either side.  A third is stripped naked along with his sister who had been playing with us.  The soldiers force him to abuse her.  He begs not to.  They beat him.  Then they, the soldiers, four of them, rape them both in turn before shooting the boy and knocking the girl unconscious, which is unnecessary as she is clearly already numb and distant enough by this point.

A forth older boy is being held at gun point, he's been commanded not to react to anything he sees: not to the gunfire, not to the screams and shouts of the villagers they are blind to, not to the smoke rising and the crackle of flames as our homes burn, not to the brutalisation of his friends stood around him.  He does as commanded - he just stands there, having unashamedly peed his pants.

I can see small fights breaking out within the village as the adults fight the soldiers.  Some parents are screaming, desperate to reach the field where their children are being gathered together.  The battles are short lived.  The cries and shouts quickly silenced, and the resistance quashed with an unsympathetic and emotionless response of finality.

A couple of the ten year olds are instructed to stand up.  The others told to sit and watch.  The two standing are handed club-like sticks.  I can't hear what is being said, but I can guess.  The boys shake their heads.  The two tied to the tree began to come around and then start screaming, but no one is coming to their aid; everyone has their own battles to fight.

The two younger boys continue to shake their heads.  Aiming his pistol at the boy who has been commanded to just stand still the soldier speaks to the younger boys again.  Hesitantly they move towards the tree and raise their clubs but refuse to swing them.  The single shot burrows deep and flies out of the face of the boy standing still.  He falls to the ground.

The soldier issues his instruction again.  With tears streaming down their faces the boys began to strike the tree and the faces and bodies of those tied to it.

I look away appalled.  That could have been me.  I can feel the urine warming my crotch.  I would have been surprised if those crouched with me had dry pants too.

I begin to back away, remembering my father's instructions to get as far away as possible, but as I turn three soldiers stand over us with their weapons raised at our heads, having crept up stealthily behind us.
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The whites of the eyes are what stuns me into hesitation as the rebel soldier steps out from the side of the medical block appearing to be caught in some sort of trance as I race towards it.  My mind can't quite comprehend what I am seeing in him, and I have no time to react to it as I am clumped from behind.

I awake inside where I had started.  I have no idea how much time has elapsed, it could have been minutes since this ordeal began or it could have been hours.  I am tied and gagged to a chair.  Jenny isn't tied up but I can see from the red marks on her wrists that she had been, the coarse rope having torn into her skin where she had tried to loosen the bonds.  Smeared dried blood edges the corner of her mouth, but that isn't the worst of it.

Her dress is torn and gaping to show her underwear has been removed, forcibly ripped off.  I close my eyes and grit my teeth, a sickening bile rising in my throat as I vow there and then that if I survive this then I will make them pay.

I look across the room.  In the background, behind the two armed soldiers who care little for hiding their faces and the crimes they’ve committed, most likely pleased with having spilt themselves on white flesh, grinning with pride at the atrocities they have brought upon this otherwise peaceful part of the world, lays Victoria.  On one of the two hospital beds we’d been donated, and where she had worked tirelessly to help her people, she lay, her legs sprawled indecently, her eyes fixed and her face trapped in a painful spasm, her last breath having long expired.  How she had died I can only guess, probably she resisted too hard, maybe her desire to preserve her dignity winning over that of self-preservation.

A third guard walks into the room, or maybe he had been there all along, I can't be sure.  He steps out from behind me.  He is tall and broad and carries the scars of scores of battles, one of which slices from his left eye across his nose to the right cheek.  Flashes of this man
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