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Chapter One
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Stained Again

Blood covered his face for the first time in four years. Raziel wiped it with his hand, only smearing the crimson mess into a grotesque mask. He had forgotten how filthy it felt. It reminded him of a similar night in Duchehan, his hometown. With a grunt he ripped his sword out of the villager’s chest, crimson staining the man’s tunic with gruesome speed. He watched him collapse at his feet.

“Why?” the man asked, his toothless face confused and shocked. Raziel stared until his eyes closed in death.

“I wish I knew,” he whispered. An alarm had spread through the cold desert village, cries echoing through the cloudless night. He moved with his back against the rough clay wall of a hut. Moonlight filled the starred sky, painting the world in harsh contrast. The streets were touched with red from the light of a dozen torches carried by men. And women. And children. The hunt was on, and he was the prey.

Raziel focused on his tune, calming his mind. It swelled powerfully through his heart, in time with each physical beat, the music of the soul that only warchildren could hear. It was pure emotion, the darker feelings heavy and chaotic, the more positive ones lighter and sweet. In between ran a range of every possible feeling, each unique and identifiable, in the right circumstances. Right now, Raziel’s was a mix created by panic and a desperate need for survival. Glancing around the corner of the hut into the dusty narrow street, he decided one death was enough for a night. If he could avoid the questing mob, and leave the village, he could escape without spilling any more blood. With light feet, the eighteen-year-old moved from shadow to shadow, his slim body rippling like water between patches of light. The ridged steel of his sword’s grip was eerily familiar to his hand, as if the intervening years had been only a moment. Each curve filled his palm with a quiet intimacy, like the hand of an old lover gripped once again. His feet made little sound on the packed earth, only his breathing breaking the arid stillness of the desert night.

He crouched down as light flickered on the dusty patchwork of the street ahead and ducked behind a mouldering pile of hay. The air was musty, stirred-up dust tickling his nose and threatening to betray his location. Voices muttered indistinctly through the chill air. Hiding the blade behind him lest it reflect any stray light, he peeked out from his hiding spot.

A group of more than a dozen men and women slunk past. They squinted into the shadows with hungry eyes, knives and clubs at the ready, but Raziel could sense their fear. They weren’t so much hunters as frightened children. Every shadow held a monster, every crevice a nightmare. Their leader was the local lord, who carried a traditional jewelled sword of Arashan make without much conviction. Arkha had never cared for Raziel’s presence, considering him a foreigner with no business in Arasha. The villagers had not shared his prejudices.

Till now.

The torchlight flickered across the alley’s entrance. A woman drew the attention of the group that way with a few words, and the leader approached with his sword lifted, shouting at the others to follow. Raziel crawled backwards, struggling to keep in the rapidly diminishing shadow.

In an instant, the alley was flooded with light as other villagers approached from behind.

“There he is!”

Raziel spun and slashed out as he leapt to his feet, severing someone’s arm from the elbow. He stabbed his blade past a thrust pitchfork. His sword cut the man’s throat even as one of the curved prongs caught him in his shoulder, grazing the bone and lancing through to the other side. He roared in agony and pulled the fork out with a gasp. Warm blood seeped down his arm, and the pain rose in a scarlet flood. He bit his tongue to refocus. A woman blocked the alley, a burning torch held before her. She muttered an Arashan curse at him. Raziel rushed past, slamming her into the hut’s clay wall with all his weight, and collapsed into the street.

He was surrounded.

The fifty or so Arashans who lived in the village stood around him. The men held the women and children back with their dark, brawny arms, their jaws set, brows lowered. Their enemy was caught, and they were determined not to let him escape. Raziel looked about him in disgust, questions filling his head. Had his past caught up with him? Had they finally heard of the Nightmare of Renas? Or had a madness gripped these people? Before he could even consider, the crowd parted. The local Arashan leader, Arkha, stepped forward.

“We have you now, Raziel,” he proclaimed. He held up his Arashan ribbon of lordship. “Submit to the law of Arasha or die now.”

Raziel didn’t respond, looking around for an escape, his breathing laboured.

“Again I say, submit, or die.” Arkha gestured at the crowd. “You have killed at least two innocents of this village already, would you kill...”

“Innocents!” Raziel spat on the earth, shocking the man into silence. “Innocents do not try to smother people in their sleep.”

Arkha had been looking away from him as much as possible, but the interruption filled him with rage. He locked eyes with the impertinent fool who dared challenge his authority. Raziel smiled and took the only advantage he had. He drew all the man’s courage and pride into himself, ripped out his petulant anger and left him with only fear. He had not used his powers to any great extent, and the clumsy manoeuvre was a gamble. But the results were immediate. With a cry, the man turned and pushed his way back through the crowd, screaming. His sword of status lay in the dusty moonlit road. No one touched it.

“I have lived here for almost five years,” Raziel began, addressing the shaken villagers. “I have only given, and never taken. I am not your enemy, but your friend. Landar, who was first to quench the fire at your smithy? And Shania, who helped you take your son to the surgeon when he broke his leg?”

The villagers looked down at their feet. Silence crawled back into the road like a wicked scorpion, filled with poison. A grim resolution took hold of them. They gripped their pitchforks and knives more firmly. Hesitation trembled and fell under the weight of a silent decision.

“You lit that fire,” the blacksmith said, the hammer in his hand trembling as his muscles tensed. “And you harmed her son. And you committed a thousand other evils. We’ve heard of your kind, monster. We never knew we harboured a cursed jitske in our midst. Our tales told of manipulators like you, sent from the dry wastes below to test our wills. You’ll take neither our minds nor our lives with your star-cursed power.”

Raziel stood tall, despite his aching shoulder, but before he could retort he saw a flicker of movement. He lifted his blade, instinctively blocking the thrown knife. With a deft twist of his sword, he used the knife’s momentum to redirect it. It struck Shania the seamstress in the neck. She fell dead.

With a bloodthirsty roar the crowd surged toward him. Any chance of a peaceful resolution or reasonable talk had been banished by the madness that always grips a fearful mob. Torches flared in sparks as to they flew through the air, one scorching his hand as he batted it aside. Damn it, he thought, dodging between the burning projectiles and oncoming blades. His old friends, now lethal enemies, closed in fast. Raziel parried knives and dodged axes, working his way through the madness with as few kills as possible. His blade flashed with unerring accuracy between the torsos and limbs to attack the more violent men in the group. At first, he tried to make headway toward the outskirts of the village. But as the fight turned more lethal, any sense of direction was lost in the chaos of limbs. Blood arced in the moonlight and the flickering torches hissed as they were splashed with it. Raziel locked eyes with one or two villagers, managing to make them flee in terror, but there were too many. His sword had to do most of the work.

Something struck him behind the knee, and as he fell his anger welled up. He turned the fall into a roll, and slashed at the nearest legs, not caring who they belonged to. He was beyond sympathy now. The skrets want a fight? he thought. I’ll show them what the Nightmare of Renas really is.

* * *
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As the moon set and dawn tinged the east, Raziel stumbled out of the Arasha village. Behind him, grisly shapes lay scattered across the packed earth. Elderly men and women knelt by the bodies. The children clasped the skirts of their mothers, eyes dull with shock. Their lamentations echoed from the buildings as they cried to the Stars to take their parents, siblings, and children to their reward. Intermingled with these, Raziel heard curses and promises of vengeance. But only words were hurled at his back. They had learned that stones and knives were a bad idea. A costly lesson, and one that could have been avoided. He did not turn. He had no words to say. It had been an evil night for all involved. Words wouldn’t change that.

He found a mangy donkey staked outside one of the outlying huts. Aras the Healer, he remembered, was always so proud of this animal, having kept it alive and well even in the droughts that plagued this land. Aras lay dead behind him, his hands no longer attached to his bloody corpse. They would heal no more.

His first effort to lift himself onto the creature made him collapse to his knees. His left arm was numb from the shoulder down. His right knee felt dislocated. Some wound on his head dribbled blood into his eye, and he wiped at it with the back of his hand. The dusty skin of his face felt stretched and cracked, coated in a maroon crust of blood. Teeth clenched, he tried again, and gripped the donkey’s mane as it snorted. A final pull and he was up. With shaking hands, he untied the rope, and directed the animal away from the village. The stony plains of the desert lay before him, featureless and already growing warm. His breath hung heavy in the last chill of the night air.

Pain wracked his slumped body as the donkey lumbered over low dunes and through rocky gullies. He tried to think, but every time his thoughts strayed from the wounds, those bloody gashes tore his attention back with vigour. “We are!” they screamed. “We bleed! Aid us!”

“Go to hell,” he whispered, eyes closed. “I’ve dealt with worse. And dealt worse.”

They screamed on, and a headache erupted, pounding in time with his heartbeat. He listened for his tune, but it was drowned in the chaotic medley of pain. Every step of the donkey seemed to add to the clamour in his body. Only the instinct of survival kept him on his course, though that course was simply any direction away from the mourning village.

The sun rose at some point, though he couldn’t remember how long ago. With it came the full fury of the desert heat, scalding hot across the stone and pebbles in terrible waves. One eye was glued shut with crusted blood, and the half-vision offered by the other was deceived time and again by the heatwaves rising from the sand. Alicia appeared to him in the first of many feverish mirages, but always danced out of reach. He called out to her, voice dry and cracked, asking why, then answering himself. She was angry for what he had done last night. He cried out for forgiveness. But his voice dissipated in the hot air and couldn’t reach her ears before she vanished behind another dune.

His skin felt raw and burned, awakening his wounds to greater levels of torment. They screeched at him with strident voices, relentlessly demanding attention. He faded in and out of darkness, and he smiled grimly in one moment of clarity at the donkey’s skill in keeping its rider on its back. It belonged in a market circus with such talent. Black spots floated before his eyes like hellish flies. They swarmed over him in a maddening cloud, their buzzing the cries of fatherless children and widows kneeling in a dead, bloody desert village.

Consciousness faded.

* * *
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The rocks bit into his cheek with sharp little teeth. Raziel awoke, and sand slipped between his parched lips. He spat and muttered an Arasha curse. Pain filled his head, a heavy, monotonous beat that only brought deep anger. Like the wind, it gusted through his body in enveloping waves. He opened his good eye after a few moments  of struggle and looked about him.

He lay at the bottom of a gully. It took his mind a few moments to realise he had fallen off his donkey. That trusty steed had immediately abandoned its rider and stood chomping at a dusty thorn bush. Raziel scowled at it but thanked it profusely when he realised it had dropped him into cool, shaded sand. An old companion stood beside the animal, petting it and ignoring him. As usual. He ignored her right back. She wasn’t real anyway. Somewhere in the haze of his mindless pain he knew that to be an irrefutable fact.

He closed his eyes, focusing his scattered thoughts. His tune grew a little stronger, and he grasped at it like a famished child clutching its last morsel of bread. Breathing slowly, he tested each of his limbs, gritting sand between his teeth. There were no broken bones, and no fresh blood flowed from his wounds. His headache had grown worse, though. I didn’t spend four years in this hell to learn nothing, he thought, forcing himself onto his hands and knees. With a grunt, he dragged himself down to the thorn-bush. The stone and grit of the desert floor stung his sunburned skin, but the additional pain was laughable at this point. Raziel whispered sweet nothings to the donkey as he approached, praying that he wouldn’t take a hoof to the head.

Collapsing beside the animal, he grasped the end of a branch, and broke off a thorn. He pressed the base to his cracked lips and sucked, sighing as a small trickle of watery juice ran over his tongue. The donkey brayed at him as he broke off more thorns, but he growled at it with a hint of predatory rage, and it went still. Raziel drank, and soon collected a small pile of desiccated thorns beside him. He lost track of time again.

He was rudely awakened when the donkey brayed and ran away. Raziel looked up to see a man standing before him. Twisting on the ground, he reached for his sword, but collapsed as his knee erupted in pain from the movement. The man dropped and knelt on his chest, kicking Raziel’s sword out of reach. He easily blocked Raziel’s weak punch and held him down firmly.

“Who the hell are you?” Raziel asked.

“I don’t understand Arashan,” the man replied in Renar, Raziel’s native tongue.

Raziel blinked his one eye. He looked at the brown eyes which gazed out of the ragged turban and desert face-scarf. No wrinkles. The man was in his early twenties. The skin was tan, but a little paler than was common in Arasha. Still darker than any Renar would be.

“You are Rhotian?” he asked.

The man nodded. “And you are Renar,” he replied, “as I had guessed. Far south of your country. And seemingly still in touch with your brutish native manners.”

Raziel struggled, without effect, then used his powers. Or rather, tried to. While he could hear the man’s emotions, he couldn’t grasp the music. The tune was as elusive as sparks thrown up from a bonfire, flitting this way and that in unexpected directions. It seemed to dodge each of his attempts by instinct.

A warchild.

The man staggered a little at the attack, but quickly put Raziel on the defensive as he reached for his opponent’s emotions. With a gasp, Raziel pulled his emotions deeper into himself, burying his tune under his anger, trying to quell his fear behind a display of false courage. He snatched at the stranger’s curiosity and bravery but felt his own being pulled away simultaneously. The man frowned deeply, letting go of him physically, the better to focus on the emotional offence. Raziel panicked as he realised that, in his physically and mentally exhausted state, he could lose in seconds. He squeezed his eyes shut.

He listened as the warchild lifted Raziel’s dropped sword and walked back a few paces. When he was certain of the distance, he carefully opened his eyes, using his other hand to pry his left eyelid free of the dried blood. The man stood at a distance, watching the donkey. He pulled the face-scarf down to his throat. His face was lightly bearded and bore no scars or other signs of a violent temperament. The eyes were not those of a cruel or cold-hearted man.

“Return my sword, Rhotian,” Raziel said, trying but failing to moderate the aggression in his voice.

The man didn’t move. He looked around, then up at the sky. He laughed, and spoke, seemingly to no one.  “So is this the new piece I am to contend with, oh Fates? So be it.” He turned to Raziel, eyes focused on his brow, the smile gone from his face. “Come with me. We are in grave peril.”

“My sword, you b...” Raziel began.

“In good time, if you prove you are to be trusted. Alas, I cannot leave you here. There is a cave a short distance away. But first...”

Raziel watched, curiosity overcoming his anger for a moment, then shouted in shock as the man whipped the donkey’s behind with a branch. With a clatter of hooves, it ran off over the dunes, braying at the top of its raucous voice.

“What in the hell!”

“Shut up, and look,” the man said, pointing to the south. Raziel followed the direction of his finger, and saw a dust cloud rising some distance away, just over the edge of the horizon. Travellers. Quite a large group. From the direction of the village.

He swore a curse made up of words from both Arashan and Renar. The Rhotian nodded grimly.

* * *
[image: image]


They clambered up the gully’s sides, scrambling as the rocks and sand shifted beneath their feet. Raziel looked back. The cloud of dust was much closer, but they still had no line of sight. Gasping with exertion, he joined the Rhotian in a wind-tunnelled overhang under a boulder. The Rhotian pressed back against the rock, holding his pack and Raziel’s sword in a firm grip. Raziel huddled beside the stranger, pushing against him, trying to get as much of himself into cover as possible.

“Move over, you fool,” he growled.

“If I did as you asked, I would betray our position as much as that tongue of yours,” the Rhotian said.

They huddled closer, reluctant in both their proximity and their silence, straining their ears for the approach of the enemy. The rumble of camels was quick in coming, and the two young men made an attempt to shrink themselves down even further, hoping that the donkey had run a long way. The tracks would make an opportune distraction for the riders. The riders reached the gully, and slowed their camels, wary of ambush. Raziel guessed from the sounds that there were at least ten of them. Their padded feet made it difficult to be accurate. Horses’ hooves were loud and distinguishable, but camels’ feet blended together. None of the riders spoke, and he dared not look around the boulder in case he was spotted. Arashans had sharp eyes, and a stronger knowledge of the desert than he would ever have, being born and raised in the area as they were. The Rhotian was thankfully intelligent enough to have realised the same and remained still as a stone.

“There, see the tracks,” a voice said in Arashan. The muscles in Raziel’s thighs began to cramp. He gently let loose his breath, relaxing a little as the camels rode down the gully. There was no way the Arashans would have missed the denuded thorn bush, the pile of discarded thorns, and the heavy tracks the donkey left as it ran. But he knew they wouldn’t be fooled long, and he needed to move soon. He strained his ears for the slightest sound. It was difficult to judge the distance of the group, as the mixture of sand and rock made everything indistinct. Gradually it faded to silence. The Rhotian crawled out of cover, slinging Raziel’s weapon over his shoulder by the belt. Raziel joined him, looking in the direction of the retreating dust cloud, then turning to his companion.

“Your name,” he asked, looking at the man’s light beard, avoiding his eyes.

“Yours first, Renar.”

Raziel looked away, debating with himself whether to use an alias, make an outright refusal, or simply speak the truth. His swollen tongue, throbbing head, and wounded body decided that truth would aid him best, as he needed care and sustenance. Any games would simply delay those.

“Raziel,” he said.

The man didn’t look surprised. “You didn’t lie, smart lad. I knew who you were as soon as I read you. I am surprised you couldn’t see my name.”

“Read? Enough with the riddles. Tell me.”

“Velran a Rhotia.”

Raziel blinked, gripping his wounded shoulder while he tried to think of words to say. A Rhotia, the royal Rhotian lineage. The lineage which Raziel had set out to destroy, then forgave, then watched fall by another’s hand. The empire which had annexed his homeland with a rough insistence, with harsh but minimal violence. He had left the remains of that empire in ruins, leaving the hatred and pain behind as he journeyed south to live as a nomad in the deserts of Arasha.

“You have no reply, Raziel, killer of emperors?” The Rhotian gritted his teeth, anger flashing behind his hazel eyes. “Adran a Rhotia, my father’s cousin, was a good man.”

“I know that now,” Raziel replied, eyes unwavering, even as the heat, exhaustion, and loss of blood threatened to pull him down to the hot sand. “I didn’t kill him, Velran.” Blood trickled down across his eye as he frowned. The movement opened the wound. He was too tired to notice.

“Then let me see for myself,” he said.

It took Raziel a moment to realise what he meant, but it woke him up.

“Stay the hell out of my head,” he muttered.

“How else can I trust you, boy? If you want this sword in your hand and not in your gut, you had better think of something quickly.”

“You must swear...” Raziel stumbled, his mind refusing to finish the sentence as he collapsed to the rocky earth.

He felt Velran grab his jaw, twisting his face up to look into his eyes. Raziel could barely hear his own tune. Its separate elements had been dashed apart. He could feel every emotion of his open and vulnerable mind as his physical wounds began their chorus of pain again, no longer petulant cries but throbbing roars. He tried to care, but his emotions were at the mercy of the man who gripped his jaw, and the moments dragged on and on and it hurt so much, and he couldn’t see anything...

All turned black.
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Chapter Two
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A Confluence

The first sensation to return was the crackling sound of a fire. He could feel its heat on his skin a moment later, as well as the coolness of water on his lips. Choking smoke filled his nostrils, and he coughed, gasping as his body awoke fully. Pain racked his body, and he collapsed to his side.

The fire before him was stacked in a haphazard and air-starved pile, the flames desperately clutching at the twigs and branches. Some fool’s son set that, Raziel thought absently as more water trickled into his half open mouth. He drank shallow sips, the cool lip of a metal cup awkwardly pressing vertically against his lips. He grimaced as most of the water spilled to the stone, splashing his cheek.

“I only have a cup, no waterskin,” Velran said, embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“No problem,” Raziel whispered in a cracked voice. “Thanks.”

Velran helped him sit up, leaning back against the wall of the tiny cave, smoke swirling around them as Velran poked at the fire with a long twig. More smoke rewarded his efforts, and they both broke out in fits of coughing. Tears of pain and smoke swamped Raziel’s eyes.

“Give me that!” he spat, coughing as he ripped the twig from Velran’s hand, throwing it out of the cave. He then began to tidy the branches and wood of the fire, shaking his head, placing the larger pieces to the side. The smoke emptied out into the night, and in a few minutes a new fire was burning, with minimal smoke and a steadier flame.

Raziel collapsed back against the wall, wiping away the burning tears. “Damn, who taught you to build a fire?” he growled at the Rhotian. “Or rather, who didn’t?”

“I taught myself, and don’t think it was that bad,” Velran replied, clearing his throat, but only breaking into another fit of coughing. Raziel laughed, grimacing at his wounds, then laughing harder. Velran joined him, looking up. Raziel met his gaze, and they both stopped.

“Read my mind like that again and I’ll kill you,” Raziel stated, voice icy cold. Velran met his stare, challenging, then looked down, nodding.

“And set a fire like that again, you’ll kill us both,” Raziel muttered after a moment, cooling his anger. Velran smiled at that. Raziel gave a half smile, stretching out his bad leg. His shoulder was bandaged with clean rags and had stopped bleeding. His headache had cleared with the water and slow chill of night. He noted his sword still lay beside Velran.

“What did you see,” he asked.

Velran grimaced. “It was vague. Unusual that, since I can read most people without issue. I don’t think you killed the emperor, or if you did, it was for good reason. You feel responsible for it, to some degree. But I saw you kill someone close to you and felt your regret and pain. And a girl. She seemed most important to you.” He looked into the fire as he spoke and didn’t press for details.

“The emperor fell to an assassin, who the emperor killed with his last breath. Perhaps things would have played out differently had I not made certain choices. And the girl... well, I am sure you have heard rumours.”

“The warchild, your accomplice... sorry, companion.” Velran spat a harsh sentence in Rhotian, which Raziel assumed was a curse. “The lies told to us! The Fates play cruel games with human idiocy. But here, some food while we speak. The fire seems suitable to cook now.” Raziel snorted, catching his eye. “I am royal, lad, and this was only the third cooking fire I had ever made.” Raziel burst into quiet laughter.

“Oh, I wish I had seen the first two!”

“Do you want food or not, Renar?” Velran threatened as he pulled strips of meat and a hunk of bread from his satchel. Raziel smiled and nodded.

“I’d like my sword too, Rhotian.”

Velran considered this for a moment, then handed the sheathed weapon around the fire, holding it below the cross-guard. As Raziel attempted to take it, he held it firmly.

“I do this as a gesture of goodwill.”

“You have bandaged my shoulder and given me water, and now food. I thank you and trust you. I think neither of us would enjoy the breaking of that trust in this arid land.” Raziel locked eyes with him. Velran nodded once and let go.

“I know your tale,” he said, resuming his cooking, “so it seems only fair to tell you mine. Imagine, if you will, Tan-Rhotia in all its glory. The city, not the empire. Before it fell, that is. Take Archehan, and multiply it by ten, fifteen, and that is my home city. From the tallest tower, you could see it stretch from one horizon to the other. City of Fires, it was called. Now a city of ash.

“But I get ahead of myself.” Velran skewered a strip of meat on a twig, handing it to Raziel. “I was sixteen then, betrothed to a girl from a noble family, more noble than my own. I think they were partly Farresian, but wealthy and influential, nevertheless. That kingdom was growing in wealth and political power.”

“Farresian?” Raziel slowly turned the twig in his finger, roasting the sizzling meat evenly, his mouth filling with saliva.

“In the east, many hundreds of miles from here,” Velran clarified. “But to the point, being my betrothed. She was beautiful beyond words, but not only that. Saranna was sharp as a knife. She’d have you guessing what you had said, then have you say it again in completely the opposite way, till you had made such a mess you didn’t know what the discussion was about in the first place. Many found this unladylike, but only because they couldn’t win against her. All except me. We would spar with words as men did with swords. It began as a contest, but soon became deeper. Our families ignored it for the most part, though I know she was reprimanded many times for it. We vowed ourselves to one another in any case, ignoring their political schemes and arrangements.

“Saranna. Intelligent, beautiful, and a perfect match for me. We shared a friendship so pure that the Fates, in their infinite dislike of anything pure, could only ever frown upon it. Emperor Adran was away for two years, and the nobility began to squabble, then to form alliances among themselves. Then the news arrived regarding the death of the Council. Our emperor’s death followed a day later.

“The families didn’t even mourn a day before the nobles’ fight for power began. The emperor had left no heir. How could he, when he had never taken a wife? Within hours, the city had broken into factions, and the royal palace was the main battleground. Saranna and myself were locked away in the family chambers with the women and children as my family came under siege. For days, we hid in that suite, luxuries and riches all around, but captive. Our guards brought food and drink, but one day they stopped.

“The screaming grew louder, as men fell to their former friends’ blades. The doors were thrust open, and the slaughter of the innocent began. Saranna and the other women were spared for the brief pleasure they could afford the men. Children were cursorily butchered. I hurled objects at the soldiers, lacking my quarterstaff, and tried to save my beloved. The soldiers holding her laughed and demanded that his companions bring me onto the balcony. To watch.

“She was hanged from a beam outside a nearby window. Fifteen and hanged, for no other reason than for being associated with me. That’s when things changed though. I am sure you understand.” He finished, his skewered food lying in his limp hands, forgotten in the pain of memory.

“The trauma made you a warchild.”

Velran nodded. “And I killed for the first time. I wasn’t good at it; my powers aren’t meant for combat. But my fury made up for what was lacking. There were five or six women still alive, a few children, and I saved them. But I didn’t save the one who mattered to me.”

Raziel looked long and silently into the fire. Velran held his face in a stoic grimace of control, but the pain seeped through like blood through a fresh bandage. That wound was unlikely to heal soon.

Birds fluttered out of the nearby trees, squawking as if possessed. Raziel drew his blade, crawling to the entrance. Velran pulled his knife free.

“I’m in no condition to fight, Rhotian,” Raziel whispered, keeping his eyes on the entrance.

“How skilled are you as a warchild?”

Raziel shook his head. He had never really used his powers until the previous night. Velran tapped his shoulder, pointing out into the darkness. Raziel shielded his eyes from the light of the fire, and noted the figures crouching in the distant shrubbery and cacti. Raziel and Velran rose and stood, one on each side of the cave’s entrance, so that their silhouettes were not visible against the glow of the fire.

“We can see you, Arashans!” Raziel shouted out. “The light of the stars betrays your ignoble hiding and crawling through bushes, and therefore your purpose must be only evil.” Judgement from the stars was often used in Arashan arguments, a rhetorical trick that Raziel used now to his advantage.

“The stars witnessed your violence,” Arkha replied, stepping out of the shrubbery. “You murdered many Arashans, you Renar scum. He gestured, and six men from neighbouring tribes stepped forward. “We come in judgement, lest you escape without facing a just trial.”

“You scampered away with your tail between your legs, Arkha. Do not think yourself some hero for the attempted murder last night.”

“We know you to be a warchild, a jitske. You used your mind against mine, and that is no sign of cowardice on my part. I face you now, sword to sword. Let us have a fair fight, with none of your trickery.” An Arashan duel was always blessed by the stars, in particular by Khor, the desert fox. The victor was expunged of all guilt, as the victim of the alleged offence was no longer alive to bear witness or claim. This did, in most cases, lead
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