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Chapter I
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Death by a Child

––––––––
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The blood on his palms was in that intoxicating stage where it wasn’t quite dry, but not wet either. There was a time when only disgust and nausea had accompanied the sight of blood, the heat of someone’s life spilled on his skin haunting his frantic dreams. However, he had overcome that. It had helped him overcome that.

That cursed sword. That lovely sword. That sword which would damn his soul to hell before long—if it had not done so already.

A shout rang across the walls, but Raziel only stared at the body sprawled on the frigid battlements. The night guard had been a foolish, trusting idiot who had made a mistake from which he would never have a chance to draw a vital lesson. Never trust a stranger with a sword. Even when that person was a fourteen-year-old boy in filthy rags with ribs showing through pallid skin.

Especially not then.

Pain shot through his arm, destroying thought, blinding reason. Raziel collapsed to the frozen stone, his face smeared red with the trickling life of the soldier. He clenched his teeth in agony but rose as it subsided. “Okay, damn you,” he said. “I get the message.” Torches flickered nearby. He wiped the blood from his eyes, then looked at the keep rising into the night sky, a dark, brooding shape against the moonlit clouds. One light shone in a high window. A frown creased his forehead, deepening with each step. Feet slapping on the cold stone of the wall, Raziel ran toward his enemy. Toward his prey.

* * *
[image: ]

The general sat in his chamber, his heavy, carved desk drowned in papers, a half-eaten dinner precariously balanced on top of one pile, a human skull weighing down another. He wrote in a slow, ponderous manner, the quill like a toothpick in his large, calloused fingers. As he completed the document and signed it, a smile broke on his stern face. The single candle threw light on the suit of armour beside the desk, and his smile faded as he saw dust had settled once again in the crevices in the breastplate, and the royal Rhotian-blue cloth, spattered in black stains, had the tell-tale grey of cobwebs. He made a mental note to have the maid seen to later as he dropped the quill into the near-empty inkwell.

The door opened, and he turned his head, his jaw clenched as he prepared to admonish whomever dared disturb him. The guard whom had been stationed outside his door stumbled into the room, his momentum sending the door crashing into the wall as he collapsed. Blood darkened the expensive maroon carpet to black. The general’s eyes widened, and he leapt to his feet with a panicked gasp, hands slamming on the desk and scattering quills and papers across the carpet.

A small figure hauling a huge sword entered the room. The general shook his head, struggling to comprehend the fact that the weapon wasn’t actually large, but rather that it was wielded by . . . a child? He knew he needed to act, to draw a weapon, to do something, but his thoughts kept circling around that one point, insisting it was all that mattered now, all that he had to know. His focus was locked in on the child’s eyes. They burned with a hatred darker than anything he had seen in any battle. Madness he had only seen in nightmares and the faces of . . . yes, that was it, possessed men. This was no child. This was a demon.

Terror shook him free from the unblinking glare. Drawing his sword, he backed away, his training falling naturally into place. Keeping the desk between them was a promising idea until he could call for guards or circle to the door. The demon didn’t rush, merely approached step by step, its eyes never leaving his. He felt like laughing, like screaming. The situation was so comical, so deathly frightening. A rough smile formed on his grimacing face even as tears flowed down his cheeks and a cry crept up his throat. The figure stopped, its face lit unevenly by the candle that flickered in the draught of the open door. Shadows formed and slid across boyish features, showing hints of the man he was to become before vanishing in a flutter. The play of light and darkness was ever changing. Only one thing was constant—the eyes.

The sword pierced the general’s neck before he registered the movement. 

“Just a child!” His mind screamed as the blade bit deeper. 

“Just a child!” The blade chinked against his spine, a sound he refused to accept, a sound he had heard too often not to recognise. 

“Just a child!” His sight faltered, disappeared, all life vanishing in one sharp spurt of pain. 

“Just a child!” as Raziel damned his soul to hell.

Face splattered with hot death, Raziel forced the blade clean through the neck. The headless corpse staggered for a second, blood spurting up like a sick parody of a fountain, then collapsed to the carpet, now soaked and stained beyond repair. He watched the stains spread, forming shapes and continents as if it was a moving map of the world. Seas appeared and disappeared, islands grew into countries, continents, worlds.

Raziel collapsed, his stomach expelling his last meal. He sucked in a sharp breath, the acidic taste of bile slick on his tongue. When did I last eat? He couldn’t remember. Emotions ripped their way through his heart as his mind blurred with a mess of thoughts and feelings. In the end, it all sank down to a deep, dark throb of pain, terror, and guilt. He grew cold, then hot, feverish in both body and mind. The sword lay by his side.

Raziel relished the violence, thrived in it, gripping it and gripped by it like lovers in a passionate embrace. This wasn’t love he felt, though, but lust. Lust for death, for hatred, for revenge. As he fed it, it tore him apart. He fought to be free but wouldn’t let go, only wanting more, and more, and more. Laughter echoed through his soul, intensifying with each memory of someone he had killed, mocking the regret he felt, enjoying the clarity of those deaths in his mind, deriding his current state of insanity.

Was he mad? Was the pain he felt, the split in his mind and heart, the indecision, the slaughter . . . was that madness? How could it be when it all felt so right, so good? The sword told him that! The laughter came again, mocking his trust. He crushed it down, surprised when it worked. Of course, he trusted the sword, and for good reason. It was his saviour. More importantly, it was the closest thing to a friend he had.

Raziel shook his head, using his arms to lift himself from the floor. He grasped the hilt, caressing it, begging its forgiveness for his doubt. It didn’t punish him; it was just. It only hurt him when he needed a lesson or a warning. Raziel whispered his gratitude. His legs failed as he tried to rise, so he lay back, forcing his body to relax for just a moment.

It was only when the blood flowed that he was alive. Like a drug, he depended on it, and when it was taken away, he became what perhaps he should have been—a fourteen-year-old boy with no family, hungry and weak . . . and innocent. That part hurt the most. He had never meant to take this road, had never wanted to be what he had become.

He was crying. Lying in a pool of a man’s lukewarm blood and his own vomit, in rags, feverish, exhausted, and crying. The laughter had returned, and he resigned himself to it. If anything, it helped. At least he knew what that was, could understand it. 

Suddenly, his arm screamed in pain, and he lurched to his knees, gasping in agony, but the pain was short-lived. The moment he heard voices approaching, the sword took control, clearing his mind. He gripped the general’s head in one hand. The thoughts of fear and weakness were barely a memory now—perhaps a spell of light-headedness. He often had those after a kill.

Pushing the distracting thoughts out of his mind, he opened the window of the keep and looked out at the cool night. The candle flickered and died in the sudden breeze, leaving him wrapped in the darkness he loved. The voices he had heard were simply guards patrolling the hallways, some still excited by the corpse on the wall below.

Belting the sword on his back and gripping the head in one hand, he clambered down the side of the keep, using his feet and fingers to grip the tough ivy and craggy gaps. The fact that he could fall to his death any second only encouraged him, and he smiled widely as he climbed. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, though. They remained serious and insane, exactly as the late general had seen them.

* * *
[image: ]


The market was still mostly empty, the sky still dark with the faintest streaks of the morning sun lighting the horizon. It was drizzling. No one seemed particularly eager to get up any earlier than usual, though one or two of the more enterprising shop owners were beginning to set up their stalls. A guard walked past, ignoring the peddlers, cursing the rain under his breath as he hunched his shoulders and moved toward the shelter of the city gate. The gatekeeper twisted the winch to raise the portcullis and more sleepy-eyed merchants trickled into the city.

The only sounds were the rain, falling straight and flat, and the occasional conversation as people worked. It was like any other morning, until a horse trotted out of a side alley, dragging something on a rope. One of the traders glanced at it, then turned back to his work. He paused, then slowly looked around again, studying the small child riding the horse, his eyes moving down to the object it dragged along.

One by one, people stopped working, staring at the general’s head. The head of the victor of Duchehan, the legendary dragon who had occupied this city so brutally and viciously five months earlier. Someone stumbled backward, knocking a pot of lantern oil to the ground in a crash, shattering the silence. One or two onlookers hurried inside, unsure whether to rejoice or fear for their lives. The rest simply stood, eyes wide.

The rider coughed, a ragged, harsh sound rife with sickness and fever, before speaking in an eerily clear voice. “This man killed my family.” The boy’s words were simple, his tone high and childish, which somehow made the listeners all the more attentive. “I killed him. I killed the guards on the walls. I burned the garrison.” 

They all remembered the inferno that had happened just last month. 

“I cannot avenge my family. They are dead. I . . .” He stopped, shoulders drooping in the quiet rain. His clothes were beyond ragged now, stained with blood and dirt, and barely hanging on his malnourished frame. His bowed head shook a little as he cried.

One of the bystanders instinctively stepped forward, but after glancing at the head and the sword, which lay across the back of the saddle, he thought better of it.

Raziel lifted his tear-filled eyes, staring unseeing as hatred, terror, and pain flashed across his thin face. His lips quivered. “I want them back . . .” He sobbed, clutching at the strips of cloth he wore, trying to cover himself, trying to gain whatever warmth he could. Failing that, he stretched his hand back for the sword, clutching at it in his delirium. He hugged it to his chest and grew silent. None of you understand, do you? You stand there, like dumb sheep. What are you looking at? What right do you have to stare? 

The sword spoke to him, encouraged him. This humiliation . . . finish it, right here, right now.

When the peddlers saw the steel flash and the look in his eyes, they turned to run. One was cut down and stumbled into a stall pole, collapsing the structure and spilling fruit all over the street.

Hooves clattered on the wet cobblestones and echoed off the buildings, screams joining the din. The guard at the gate emerged, hand on his sword, as he saw figures scattering in the dim light of the morning, and a small figure on horseback. He rushed forward to take hold of the reins, thinking the young rider had lost control of the creature. The guard saw the flash of metal too late, and his helmeted head flew from his body, slamming against the castle wall with a sickening crash.

Raziel turned his steed toward the gate, trusting the blade when it told him to flee. The horse snorted as Raziel dug his heels in, and they flew beneath the portcullis and galloped past surprised guardsmen. He was already far down the road when he heard a shout, followed by a volley of arrows which flew far from the mark. By the time they had nocked new arrows, he was beyond reach and didn’t look back.

The wind was fierce in his hair and rough on his face. The steed galloped well, and Raziel was uneasily proud to have it. Uneasy, because where and how he had procured the creature was a blank in his mind. Darkness cast a shroud over much of the past few weeks. It scared him, and at night, he felt that darkness almost like a hunting beast. His eyes would catch movement in the shadows, seeing strange shapes in patterns of light and dark—shapes that seemed unearthly, abnormal, and unnatural. Then he’d blink, and the shapes would be gone, even when he searched for them.

The horse jumped over a fallen branch in the road, and the thump jolted Raziel from his thoughts. He didn’t like thinking about those things anyway. It was silly, childish, not worthy of one who wielded such a sword for justice. The sword had told him this, the logic of cold steel, the strength of honed metal teaching what no man had ever seemed to understand. Or if they had, they had not shared it with Raziel. After all, they must have thought he was only a boy.

But he was so much more, had always been so much more! Pride filled his heart, frigid and hard from the trials he had borne. He touched the sword, feeling its strength, loving the control and respect he received from it. Indeed, he acknowledged that there was no love there, no warmth, and no kindness. But those things had been lost with his family—with his mother, his father, his brother.

A quick, sharp spike of pain flew up his arm, from where his fingers touched the blade. Another small lesson. He winced, bowed his head, and stamped down the weak thoughts. 

Hatred. Focus on that. 

Destroy the cause of the pain, and perhaps he could sleep again, could live once more. Until then, he would learn . . . and obey. And really, he didn’t mind not having to think.

Sometimes it hurt too much.

The sun was cresting the mountain range ahead as he stopped to rest, leading his beast a little off the road, into one of the small forests that lay around Duchehan. The land was quite flat here, though crags and gullies became more prominent further along this road. Wide and shallow streams and rivers made it a perfect system for growing crops and farming the land. Not that Raziel had much knowledge of such things. His father had been a leatherworker’s apprentice, his mother sewing and working with cloth for most of her day. They had never been even comfortable in their life, but they had been happy.

Now they were dead, slaughtered by the Rhotian general whom he had beheaded last night. That had been such a sweet moment—destroying the very person who had brought him such pain. He still had some of the bastard’s blood dried in the creases of his palms. 

Deep down, the pain was still there. People sometimes likened suffering to a festering wound—at least in the tales he had listened to as a child. But Raziel looked at it as a tree, growing ever stronger, steadier, its roots going deeper, not weakening and killing the person, but strengthening them, replacing the weakness with a new resolve, a new strength.

Perhaps it was all a matter of perspective.

Leaving the horse to graze, he sat down to consider the future. It seemed there was nothing there. He felt sick. Hunger gnawed at him, and his mind was a mess. He hugged the sword to his chest again, relishing the clarity it brought to his thoughts.

Some might say Raziel was a fool. All the signs of possession, of absolute control, were so clear. His attachment to the blade was like a haskir addiction. The most popular drug in Renas due to its price, haskir tricked the users into thinking they could see better, think more rationally, and solve every problem in their lives. Of course, anyone watching would only see a drooling fool staggering about the room and muttering to themselves—before extended use led to their death.

Raziel’s connection to the sword was much like that, so clear to an observer, but all he saw was the logic, the strength, and the release from pain it gave him. The sword did have a spiritual hold on the boy. It was possession, but only in part. The blade didn’t need complete control, making it all the stronger as Raziel worked alongside the evil, the two of them slaughtering together and praising each other.

The boy leaned against a tree, eyes closed in the pale sunlight, the rain drying up as the day began. He wasn’t thinking any longer, merely sitting there. Sometimes that was all he wanted, to sit there forever, forget about everything. To do nothing but listen to the wind in the leaves, the insects and birds living in the trees and grass, the sound of a stream somewhere deeper in the forest, and his own heartbeat.

An hour or two later, guards rode past on the road, but the sleeping boy didn’t wake. The sword knew the trees and bushes concealed them, and didn’t disturb him. A few seconds later, all was quiet again.

All except the nightmares raging through Raziel’s exhausted mind.

Flames roared through the small building, drowning out the screams and crashing of falling beams. Raziel stumbled down the burning stairs, leaping off as they collapsed. He wasn’t sure if this was dream or memory, or perhaps a bit of both. Whatever the case, he knew this was his family’s house. If he went outside, he would find his parents and brother slaughtered. He didn’t want to, would rather die than see that again, but the heat pushed him forward relentlessly, and his foolish legs moved him through the charred door. He collapsed on the street just as the house crashed down behind him. The bodies lay there, washed in a red light that added to the scarlet staining their clothes and the street around them. He cried, but the tears didn’t blur his vision, and his eyes wouldn’t close.

Why do I have to see this again? Why do my dreams insist on repeating this horror? 

He looked around for the soldiers, the damned Rhotian soldiers who had done this. He looked down and laughed with true pleasure. He had his sword, and yes, there were the guards. They were pointing at him, shouting. Maybe they wanted to finish the slaughter of an innocent, working family. 

Well, Raziel was about to show them what such workers could do.

Everything turned into a black-and-red haze, only the screams and roaring of the flames echoing in his mind. Then pure darkness. 

Sweat drenched his sleeping body, mixing into the rain-damp rags and chilling him. He woke, shivering uncontrollably, then spotted the horse blanket rolled up behind the horse’s saddle. With shaking hands, he untied it and stripped off the old clothes, rolling himself in the warmth and softness. Something at the back of his mind told him he should unsaddle the animal and let it rest, but his fever drowned that out as he fell, once more, into oblivion.

This time there were no nightmares.
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Chapter II
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An Accident

––––––––
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The immediate hunt for a small boy who had assassinated a general of the Rhotian army did not last long, for two reasons. Firstly, it was impossible to find one child who wasn’t in threadbare rags or underfed in the area around Duchehan. Secondly, the Rhotian government kept the matter as quiet as possible. The last thing the peasants needed was a miracle story of a Renar child killing fully trained, experienced military generals, especially when the witnesses—summarily locked away in the dungeons that morning—had already spread the news like a plague of rats.

The emperor stared at the messenger. He noted the way he trembled in his dusty riding gear. Guards stood on either side of the man, holding his arms in a firm grip. The emperor wondered if it was to stop him from running or to hold him up. Both, perhaps.

He tapped his finger on the document, the darker tan of his Rhotian skin contrasting pleasantly with the cream paper, and closed his eyes. He took a breath, then looked up, saying, “I understand the general had a son, trained in diplomacy. I hear he is young but capable. I will appoint him in his father’s stead. See that this messenger is fed and a fresh horse prepared. He’ll return to Duchehan with my message when it is ready.” 

The guards nodded and led the relieved man from the room.

As the door closed, the emperor stood and walked to the tall window that looked out over the great city of Archehan. The capital of the old kingdom of Renas, now the province of Renas. The light played across the towers and spires and tall buttressed buildings like the lightest feathers, dusting everything in gold. He sighed, looking at the message again in the clear daylight. He skipped past the ridiculous, but necessary, titles and pleasantries that took an entire paragraph.

General Esherzad has been slain by an assassin. His death was only discovered late last night. His head was taken in a most vicious manner . . . 

The emperor smiled at the irony, knowing the general had a reputation for actions which could attract such description. 

. . . and found in the possession of a young boy this morning. Rumour has it the boy confessed to the assassination, as well as multiple nefarious deeds in the city these last few months, but we have no evidence to support that. We also doubt such a young child could have killed even one unarmed man, let alone the high toll we have had recently.

The missive went off into other aspects, mention of the general’s son, funeral figures, and fluent apologies. They would execute a number of suspects, imprison others, and increase the military presence in the city. The general’s aides would run the city till a new appointment was made. The emperor sighed again, and set the letter on a side table. The capital truly was beautiful with the sun casting its rays over the high towers, red-tiled roofs, ornate buildings, and that ludicrous but somehow flattering statue of him in the main square. And what did all this represent, this beauty, this serenity, and industry?

Peace. 

A peace he had fought for long and hard. The annexation of the province of Renas. Not an invasion, not even a war technically. A carefully negotiated, mostly bloodless annexation by the greatest empire the world had seen in centuries.

In their hearts, perhaps some of the Renar hated him at the moment, but they would see him in a different light eventually. From a less than prosperous, feuding kingdom whose king had died childless, he had brought them culture, stability, and a new hope. That was his empire. The petty wars, the small and inefficient governments, the uncertainty in every peasant’s mind; he had remedied all of that. The land all about the capital now grew green and rich with crops. He had stayed up late for many nights with his councillors, discussing irrigation and rotation techniques. Not because he knew anything about such things, but because it would help the people under his rule, and help him understand.

And so it was with the architecture guilds, the banking system, the creation of laws around traffic and mercantile business, the introduction of universities, even the establishment of a ministry whose sole purpose was to ensure a clean water supply to the populace. He worked hard to better their lives, even though many emperors would not have bothered, much less cared.

And now this savagery in Duchehan. A small city—no, barely a town—some distance from anything worth calling civilization. And a child at that.

He leaned his forehead against the glass, enjoying the coolness. At first, he’d accepted the official dismissive report as true and complete, but instinct told him the child was too out of place to ignore. Sending his spies out to the city had only confirmed his feelings. It was the talk of the people, though the gossipers were very subdued and cautious. The soldiers had executed most of the witnesses, but the saying went that rumour was like burning oil: once it began it was almost impossible to stop. It would find its way to other things, and soon half the city would be burning to the ground in a raging inferno.

In the end, his spies had confirmed that the child had a sword, had the general’s head tied to a horse, and had killed a guard. Those were the only definite facts. In a way, those facts were bad enough. Nevertheless, the emperor was certain that this child had killed his general. No peasant or soldier would make up such a tale, and all the happenings pointed to it.

He lifted his head from the glass and turned toward his desk, taking the letter from the side table as he passed.

The guard opened the door and announced the official scribe. The emperor nodded and took a seat as the short, dark man, dressed in plain white robes, approached and took his accustomed seat at the small desk to the side of the room. He waited patiently, as trained in youth to do. Emperors took their time, and rightfully so. Scribe Shakran had high respect for his lord, the most benevolent man he knew.

He observed the emperor, noting with sympathy the greying hairs, the tired face, the lines worn into his skin by the war, and the struggles he had to face daily. Such a noble man, yet hated by so many. For what? The empire was only beneficial to its people. Why were they so reluctant to submit? He’d read books discussing freedom, autonomy, the so-called happiness of smaller kingdoms. Didn’t they hate all the wars, the constant change of masters, and the death of the innocent? Shakran shook his bald head and unhooked his inkpot from his belt. Sometimes people could be so stupid.

He jumped when the emperor said his name without turning to him. 

“Shakran,” he said, his voice quiet, tired. “What time do we live in, where children lose their innocence so young?” 

The scribe didn’t answer, but placed the ink on the table and opened his bag for a quill. Sometimes the emperor used him as a silent second mind, to bounce his thoughts off, to see them in a different light without extra input. He had apologised for this when they had first met, though Shakran had told him no apology was necessary. The emperor had been younger then, less confident, worried about so many more trivial things. Now he was strong, powerful, and confident, but his kindness and care had also grown. He was a great man.

Such a pity he would die so soon. And by Shakran’s own hand.

* * *
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Hot redness spurted into the air as Raziel plunged his blade through the horse, striking at the heart. The scream of the animal shook in his mind, and he felt something cry out, begging him to stop. But the sword told him to be strong. This was necessary. A boy on a horse drew attention. That was what they were looking for. The body would not be found here in the dark copse of trees for some time.

Soaked in steaming blood, he stepped back and placed the sword on the grass as the beast collapsed and died. Taking the last of his rags, he wiped at his face and arms. His hands were shaking, and he bit down on his tongue to stifle the desperate cry that threatened to escape. His eyes blurred with sudden hot tears. What is wrong with me? He hugged the blanket wrapped around him and fell to his knees, tears and blood making distraught patterns on the mask of misery and pain that was his face.

“Raziel.” 

That call. He kept his eyes shut, trying to ignore it.

“Obey.” 

A dull throb in his arm. His body knew that pain, remembered the lessons. 

“Come.” 

The pain grew, but what was happening in his mind was worse. Visions of his butchered family pushed to the forefront, intensifying, flickering in the red light of his burning home. He couldn’t shut his eyes against that, couldn’t ignore that pain.

Raziel fell forward and took the hilt in his hand. The visions vanished; the pain subsided. He sobbed and buried his tired face in the cool grass. “I hate you,” he whimpered through his tears. 

The steel didn’t reply, but gave the cruel peace it always offered. Raziel accepted it desperately. What choice did he have?

Sometimes he wondered if he was mad. Not often, especially not when holding the sword. But sometimes a voice he thought was his mother’s, would whisper in his mind. It called out to the boy he had once been, asked him why. Why the anger? Why the violence? Why the endless bloodshed? And at times, he faltered, unsure whether he wanted to answer, whether there even was an answer. But another voice always came to his rescue, and in a solid tone, it would reply, “Revenge.” And that whispering voice would go silent.

It did so now, logically explaining the anguish he had felt at the horse’s death. Survival and revenge. That was all that mattered now. The horse was clearly not his; therefore, it would only be trouble if someone saw him with it. He rolled over in the grass, draping the blanket over himself. Raziel smiled ruefully. He didn’t even have clothes. The situation was ridiculous.

Slinging his small bag which contained an old knife, some ancient, bruised fruit he had picked up along the way, and the rest of his rags onto his back, he set off down the road once again. He scanned both directions of the highway constantly, anxious of imperial guards, merchants, or suspicious farmers. The thought of farmers brought him an idea.

About half an hour’s walk brought him in sight of a farmstead. He didn’t see any workers or family but remained wary. 

“Caution,” the blade said in his mind. 

He nodded and circled around, entering a copse of trees and working his way closer through bushes and scrubs, ignoring the scrapes and cuts against his skin.

A flock of birds flew up in front of him, startling him. He dropped, hoping no one would notice the disturbance, and lay still, breathing in the warm midday air, smelling the dusty earth below him. It was strange, being out here. City life was easier in so many ways, especially when hiding and killing were his main activities. But here there was more . . . life.

Laughter rang through his mind, and he mentally hit himself. Every time he forgot about that damned mockery, thought he could let himself think. Maybe the laughter enjoyed that, maybe it hid itself somewhere in his head and waited, like a predator. Waiting for him to make a mistake, think about happiness, joy, life, pleasure, and then strike him down in cold ridicule.

It had hurt him so much in the past, but now that his emotions carried so many scars he felt little pain at that laughter, only annoyance and defeat. Pushing it to the back of his mind, he rose and observed the farm again. Still no signs of life, which was good. Crouching low, he ran to the fence, clambered over it, and hid behind an old moss-covered barrel.

The clothes would be in the house, most probably in a bedroom. A growl rumbled in his stomach as he thought about the kitchen. Seemed he needed quite a few things. Small puffs of dust rose around his feet as he walked across the dirt yard to the back of the house. Glancing in one un-paned window—peasants couldn’t afford glass and used wooden shutters as protection against the elements—he saw a small room with some old furniture and firewood piled in one corner. He moved to the door and entered, hugging one wall and shuffling in, silent as a ghost.

The first door revealed a bedroom, thankfully unoccupied. A candle burned on a shelf, beside which loomed a wooden chest. He tiptoed over to it and rummaged through the skirts and trousers he found there. Grown-up clothes, but they would do. He snatched some likely looking, practical items, and his eye caught a cloak hanging on the wall as he turned to leave. He went back, stretched up to lift it off, and then a hand grabbed his outstretched forearm.

Without thinking, he plunged the sword back, and felt it hit deep into whoever had dared touch him. There was a high-pitched gasp, and Raziel opened his eyes wide. Turning, he pulled the sword out, horrified. The woman stared at him, lips trembling, confusion and fear in her eyes. He had seen that look on many faces as he killed them. But only once on an innocent face. And never on a woman’s.

He tried to catch her as she fell, but the weight was too much, and they both crashed to the floor.

“No!” Raziel screamed. His head throbbed as he rose to his knees and shook the woman’s arm. There was no life—he had struck too perfectly, too fatally. He gasped for breath, darkness covering his vision, nausea climbing his throat. The sword fell from his grip as he stood and veered drunkenly against a wall, bent over and retched drily.

When the nausea settled a little, he turned, glaring at the sword. There was no reason in his eyes, no humanity. “You bastard!” he roared, voice cracking, sobs choking the syllables. He stepped toward it, the rage building. “She was innocent! Why? Why did you make me do it?!” 

“You willed it,” came the cold reply. 

Raziel knew that it was true—the damned thing never lied. But the guilt hurt too much.

“You made me do it . . . you made me do it!”

No reply.

“Answer me, damn it! You’re just as guilty!”

Silence, except the laughter which rose in his mind once more.

Raziel collapsed, tears streaming down his face. Through the blur, he glared at the blade, then grasped the hilt. Pain ripped through his arm, but he only gripped the sword tighter. The edges of the blade flared orange with heat, something he had never seen it do before, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Voices roared in his head, pure hatred and fury, the cold logic gone, the calmness destroyed. 

“This is what you really are,” Raziel said as his clenched teeth ground together. “A demon . . . you’re a damned demon.”

He saw someone enter the room out of the corner of his eye. Curiosity overcame his despairing anger, and he turned to see a young girl, maybe two years older than him, standing there.

Neither said anything as she looked from the slain woman, to the sword, to Raziel, and then back to her mother. There was no tension, no fear, nothing. Incomprehension slowly faded from her eyes, and Raziel braced himself unconsciously for the scream that would surely follow. A scream of pain, terror, and hate, all of which he had caused.

But the girl stood still, hands at her sides. Her face quivered for a long, long moment. A thousand emotions warred in the tiny movements of her brows and eyes, but she suddenly quelled them. A grim determination took hold of her then, a stone-cold acceptance, adamantine purpose. Raziel couldn’t take his eyes from her. At first, he thought it was shock, as he had seen a few times while he slaughtered enemies. But this was different. There was strength there. He cast his eyes down in shame, because that strength was something he knew he had never had, maybe never could have.

It was only when he saw the sword in his hand that he realised the roaring, the hatred, and the pain had all stopped. That was abnormal. 

The woman he had killed had knocked over the candle when she fell. Hot wax had hardened on the wooden floor, but the flame still burned, fresh wax dripping. He glanced up at the girl, and saw she was staring right back. They remained silent, unmoving. Her brown eyes locked with his light blue ones. The guilt drained away from his mind, the violence vanishing, his emotions calming, slowing, his mind blurring.

The sword shot a flare of pain up his arm. Raziel gasped and fell back, tearing his gaze away. The girl simply stood, still staring, a slight frown on her forehead. Finally, she stepped forward, tilting her head to one side, then the other, dark hair cascading down the front of her simple dress. Raziel kept his eyes concentrated on her pale feet, watching the hem flowing around her ankles, not trusting his sanity to her eyes. Firelight flickered, lighting one side of her feet yellow, the other touched only by the white light of dawn.

He couldn’t think as he lay there. He had a vague impression of some problem. The eyes were dangerous—shouldn’t look at the eyes. The sword kept sending small flashes up his arm, reminding him of his danger. What danger? he thought, struggled to think. Eyes, something about the eyes.

“Why did you kill her?” The voice was a little deeper than most girls he had met, and had a smooth-rough, almost magical quality to it. It was extremely beautiful, that was all he knew. At first, his hazed mind couldn’t even understand what was said. Only heard the sound, and marvelled at it. Then, slowly, he made sense of it. Her feet stopped about a metre away, and he took a breath to answer.

“It was a mistake. I’m sorry,” he said.

“That makes it all right then,” she replied, her voice calm. “Yes, we all make mistakes, don’t we? Sometimes we drop a plate and it breaks, or we trip on the road. Sometimes we kill someone.”

“If you’re being sarcastic—”

“Sarcasm? What would make you think I’m being sarcastic?” 

He glanced up as she said this, and then screamed. The hatred in her eyes was like the fire of his burning home, but colder than ice, colder than the most frigid winter winds.

“Why? Why kill her?” Her voice was still calm, but Raziel knew she was anything but.

He clutched the blade and crawled backward. “It was an accident! Please, I’m sorry . . . I’m so sorry . . .” The blood trail left by the dragging sword seemed to mock his words, making them empty, meaningless. 

She glanced at the blood, then seemed to dismiss it and turned, walking slowly to the door. Flames licked at the wood of the chest and the wall behind it, climbing and twisting like snakes.

Raziel sighed internally, heart thudding against his thin rib cage. He lifted his hands to wipe them on something, to get rid of the blood. 

She stopped and without turning, said, “Don’t. Don’t clean them. Don’t think you can rid yourself of responsibility so easily.” There was a shake in her voice now, and Raziel knew she was struggling not to cry. “Stand up, boy.” 

He rose steadily, leaning against the wall.

“I could kill you,” she said quietly. “Kill you and leave you here with your own sword driven through your disgusting heart. Or maybe cut your head free and throw it to the wolves. Or leave you to burn alive.”

Raziel flinched at the coldness of her voice. 

“You deserve no pity . . . no forgiveness. Death would be a mercy to you; I can see that in your eyes. I’ve tasted your fear, your terror, your cry for help.” She turned to face him, and he saw all his emotions in her eyes. Then she blinked, and her own roaring hatred was there again. 

He glanced down hurriedly. 

“No, no mercy for you, skret. No mercy for the wicked.”

“What . . . are you?” he asked, his voice failing and dying into a gasp of terror that even the sword couldn’t dispel.

“A warchild.”

Raziel collapsed as all his emotions were torn from his soul, leaving him empty, feeling worthless, inhuman, and apathetic. He didn’t despair—couldn’t. He observed this with something approaching wonder, but he was unable to fear it, couldn’t imagine caring. The sword tried to hurt him, tried to tell him something. He looked at it with mild annoyance, gripping it tighter and commanding it to be still. To his astonishment, it obeyed. He looked up at the girl and met her eyes. She smiled.

He gasped as all the emotions flooded back. Guilt, fear, agony, worry, concern, terror, horror, hunger, mad laughter, violence, self-disgust, pity, desire—all raging inside him. He had never known how many and how much emotions controlled him, how they influenced everything about him—the way he acted, the way he thought, the choices he made, the way they could hurt so much, inspire so much, create and destroy.

He felt a smile on his face and tears on his cheeks. He wanted to kill. He wanted to crawl into the corner and cry. Laughter and terror echoed in his mind, and at the same time, he thought about the hunger and the pain in his body.

“Stop it!” he sobbed. “Leave me be!”

The girl laughed, tossing her dark hair and clasping her hands together. “Oh, Raziel,” she whispered. “This has only just begun.”
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Violent Travels

––––––––
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The smoke of the farmhouse still on the horizon behind them, the girl forced Raziel into a truce of mutual hatred. She held dominion over him, able to destroy his emotions and will to live at any moment, making Raziel practically her slave, and he had little choice but to obey. He didn’t understand why he continued, but survival and revenge seemed as good an explanation as any. Perhaps curiosity, too.

A relationship based on hatred and distrust was nothing new to Raziel. In many ways, it was the only kind of relationship he had these days. As they walked along the road, a young boy carrying a sword and two bags, a young girl in a plain white dress leading a little in front, Raziel wondered if love was simply another name for being with another for selfish reasons. Because you could use the other to gain something. Because it hurt more to be without them.

And he had gained something, something he’d thought he would never have again. The sword was silent. The blade didn’t like this . . . thing. The girl’s presence had silenced the blade, and even its physical reminders of pain had lessened considerably.

He watched Alicia’s dark hair moving as she walked; light on her feet, but steadfast and strong in her motions. A warchild. Vague memories of stories came back to him, tales told at bedtime when he had been a child. 

The laughter rang in his mind. He laughed back. 

He wasn’t a child any longer. Children didn’t kill and murder. Children didn’t fight evil. Children weren’t evil themselves. He was all of that, and more. He shrugged to himself, unable to decide whether this was good or bad.

“Why do you think so much?” she asked, without looking back at him.

He walked for a little longer, eyes on the road, as he thought.

“See? What good does it do, if you can’t even answer such a simple question?”

“So, you’d have me remain thoughtless?” he retorted.

“Really, I couldn’t care less, Raziel.”

“How do you know my name?”

She shot a glance back at him, no trace of a smile on her face. After a moment, she faced forward again.

“Fine, whatever, can’t answer a simple question,” he muttered under his breath, hefting the bags up by their straps, trying to make their weight a little less painful. What did she have in these anyway? 

As the sun beat down, the rain of the previous night only a memory, the sweat began to flow freely.

Alicia studied the scenery. It always helped calm her mind, which had been so troubled lately. And that had only increased with this damned boy. Her eyes followed the shapes of the trees, appreciating the deep green of the forest, how the sun played through the leaves. She imagined the flickering light to be creatures. Creatures of light and no substance, pure life, nimble, graceful, and formless at will. Like the old stories of fairies she remembered from bedtime stories. Not like the warchildren of this latter day. 

Not her.

The land to their right grew more cultivated, farms and streams replacing the forest and rocky crags. Mountains rose high in the distance and she wondered what it would be like to be up there, in the cold whiteness instead of the warm green of the land here. Would it be nice? Sometimes it was so hot here in the lowlands, with winter a brief spate of rain and a little chill, never the frosts she heard they endured further north nearer the mountains. They had strange creatures there, she had heard, white wolves and huge birds of prey.

She had listened avidly to the tales the travellers and merchants had told as they and her father ate dinner. Alicia and her mother served the rough but staple food their farm produced. They spoke of cold white rain, of wagons without wheels which travelled as swiftly as horses down hills, and people had fires lit all the year through. It seemed a strange land, but something in her yearned to see it, to feel such cold and see the green valley spread out below her like the maps the travellers carried. It would be so strange, so beautiful.

Neither of them was paying attention to the road, and the sound of tramping boots reached their ears too late. The lead soldiers saw them as Raziel grasped the hilt of the sword in his hand, ready to draw it from his back. Their commander saw the sword, gave a slightly puzzled look at the girl, and then placed his hands on his weapon. Raziel watched, his heartbeat increasing with each second, ready to run or attack at a moment’s notice. He breathed in deeply.

“Halt and lay down your sword, faan,” the commander ordered, using the Rhotian term for a young child. Raziel noted the way he looked back at his men. He must be a relatively new soldier and an even fresher leader, uncertainty mixed with false bravado and a need to impress. That was to his own detriment and Raziel’s advantage.

Raziel looked at the men, about thirty was his guess, far more than he had ever faced. 

“And what of that?” his blade seemed to ask. 

Such coldness, such grim determination, that was what Raziel’s strength was made of now. It definitely worked, that much was sure. He had fought better than the forty or so men who now lay cold in their graves, not even counting that barracks he had burnt down. How the flames had reminded him of that night!

Alicia glanced at Raziel, then at the approaching imperial. She slowly moved back, deep fear filling her soul. A scar tore open somewhere in her mind, spilling out terrible memories she fought to remember but crushed at the same time. Once she had been weak, helpless, before she had become what she was. A wave of emotion swept through her soul, more powerful than she had felt in many weeks, months. It seemed to hold everything, ranging from a deep terror to blind rage, and she grimaced as she thought to herself that the boy’s emotions had been almost exactly the same: the fear of weakness, the confusion of being a child, the pain of forgotten memories, and the will to be strong. And roaring underneath was the anger, seething and seeking release, yet feared and hated at the same time.

The soldiers fanned out a little, joking and laughing as they watched their comrade. Raziel gripped the sword, holding it level before him as if to drop it, all the while letting the blade feed his fury. The soldier looked at his eyes, uncertain, but unwilling to show fear. 

Raziel smiled and leaped forward, a clear childlike laugh filling the air. The soldier wasn’t quick enough, drawing his sword even as Raziel cut his legs out from beneath him.

His scream shattered the air, a horrific contrast to Raziel’s laughter. The clash of sounds was uncanny, and the soldiers stood confused, some drawing their blades, others still laughing. Raziel took the opportunity to kill two more, their blood flying in the bright sunlight, splattering across the polished armour of their companions. An officer shouted a quick command, and the more experienced soldiers began to move into a rough semicircle, dragging some of the younger, dazed recruits along with them.

Raziel dodged a half-hearted swing from one man, and then stepped forward, ramming his sword beneath the breastplate. He wrenched it free, smiling at the expression on the fool’s face. Raziel’s small size gave him so many advantages in combat, letting him strike at places people thought were well protected. Sure, a full-grown man would have to stoop and lay himself open to attack in order to reach beneath his enemy’s breastplate, but for him it was too easy.

Alicia watched in horror as the blood flew through the air, Raziel whipping like an eel around the soldiers. She could sense his emotions even without seeing his eyes. His hatred and anger were strong. She could feel it like a wind, buffeting at her mind. At the same time, it was like a wild tune, fast-paced, loud, drowning out all else. It was more powerful than the fear of all the soldiers combined, and she sank to the ground as her own emotions woke and intensified into a drunken clamour.

The sword sent a small shock up Raziel’s arm, making him observe the formation the soldiers were taking. They would surround him and suffocate his main advantage—his mobility. Slashing at the nearest legs to create a distraction, he veered to the right. The screams filling the air encouraged him, and he was at the end of the rough line of men before they realised. Grabbing a soldier’s arm in one hand, he wrenched himself upward and buried the blade deep in his neck. He continued to climb as the man stood dying, planting his feet on his shoulders and leaping at the other soldiers. They were still focusing on the ground, where he had been only a second before. 

He let the sword guide him, shocked when it only nicked the exposed skin of the nearest throat. The sudden rush of blood from the jugular was unexpected, soaking him before he landed on the man’s shoulders. With no time to hesitate, he brought his blade down with all his force into the shoulder of the next, jumping to the ground to go for the legs of the others.

Raziel was behind their formation now. 

The officer shouted at the nearest men, hauling one or two toward him by the front of their cloaks. “Follow me!” he yelled over the screams as one by one men fell. The small group moved away from the others, and he quickly arranged them in a solid line. He then rushed back and ordered the soldiers furthest from Raziel to join him. They had two lines now, with a man on each end to stop any flanking. 

One faan flanking twenty men?! The officer cursed heavily in Rhotian as he saw the remaining men floundering and swinging blindly at the little demon.

The thrill of battle in his blood, Raziel almost lost control. The sword sent a sharp reminder up his arm, and he blocked a heavy attack from a soldier more aware than the others. The blow knocked him to the ground. The boy rolled beneath the man and stabbed upward, diving out of the way as blood gushed out and wincing at the scream. He noticed the line forming close by and stepped back to catch his breath. This could be bad.

Alicia opened her eyes, sensing the wild beat of Raziel’s emotions slowing, changing to a less forceful, more timid tune. The soldiers had organised themselves. The fool boy didn’t stand a chance. A part of her wanted to watch him die, maybe beaten by the angry soldiers first in revenge for their fallen comrades, perhaps thrown into a dungeon for his crimes. But a harder, colder part wanted that very revenge to be hers. He didn’t deserve such an easy fate. She rose, said his name.

“Raziel.”

He turned his head, and she tore his emotions away, filling herself with the hatred, the anger, and the fear.

“Now come here, skret,” she muttered.

Wordlessly, he did as she asked, all will to resist taken from him. She swayed on her feet as the tunes mixed in her mind, creating an almost drunken effect. The cacophony was irritating, but after a moment, she cleared that to the back of her mind and ordered Raziel to halt. She stepped before him as the soldiers began to advance in formation.

“What are you doing, girl?” the officer asked, gently swinging his blade, loosening his wrist. He had had enough of wilful children for one day, especially ones that slaughtered his men.

“He is mine,” she said, draining first his emotions, then those of his men. She gagged at the anger, the fear, the lust, the pride, the sheer mix of masculine stupidity in their minds. Leaning on Raziel for support, she ordered them to drop their weapons. They obeyed, and she closed her eyes, focusing on her own emotions, her own tune. It was strong and sure, the notes creating her own song. The other songs crowded around, pulsing, beating, and creating heavy dissonance. But her song rode above these.

For now.

“Raziel,” she gasped. “Take me away from here, now.” 

Raziel grasped her hand, picking up his bag as he passed the soldiers. His arm twitched, and he muttered beneath his breath but offered no sign of free will.

It was so hard, so hard! She slowly let some of the soldiers’ emotions out, trying to let them only feel their fear and worry. Her control was rough and unpractised, and if she loosed too much they would be after them in a moment.

“Damn it, Raziel, hurry up!” The noise in her head was growing, the angers fighting together, the fears mixing and growing into terror.

She concentrated on these thoughts, trying to hold the emotions of the men as long as possible. Raziel led her off the road and into a gully with a small stream.

The ‘music’ of emotions was a phenomenon she had tried to understand many times but always failed. It wasn’t like the songs her father used to sing as he worked or her mother as she sent a younger Alicia to sleep. There were no real notes, no way to play the sounds with any instrument she knew. But music was the closest she could come to describing it. The harsher emotions were similar to how they appeared in human actions: violent, noisy, clashing, with a lack of order and harmony. Love and joy were soft, peaceful, and beautiful. Passion seemed a mixture of the two, and the other emotions balanced around these, working together to form whatever feelings humans had.

Holding emotions always pushed her own emotions to grow, and her grip on them would become more fragile the longer she let the intruders in. The good and the bad, both would bring her corresponding feelings to the fore and heighten them. Anger, pain, and fear were the scariest, and she had rarely touched them before meeting the boy.

They had walked for ten minutes, and she felt fatigue draining her mind and body as the music became a frantic mess. She let go of all the soldiers’ emotions at once, only holding on to those of the officer. Letting go in one swift move often left the emotions’ owner shocked. Having your emotions stripped was like being in a quiet field, with no birds, no wind, no sound, and then when they returned, they shattered that silence and serenity, filling the soul with confusion and noise.

She sighed in pleasure at the comparative peace, having only three sets to control. Raziel’s was the most important, but keeping the officer’s was also useful. The soldiers were useless without him, and thus pursuit would be put off a little longer.

“Stop here,” she said once they had veered off the path and scrambled into a gully. The boy stopped, and she rested in some short, cool grass in the shade of a boulder. “You can sit down,” she muttered, her annoyance only irritating her more. Slowly, she let go of his emotions. Raziel was perhaps the one person she was careful with in that regard, since he was, to put it bluntly, insane. A sudden shock of returning emotions might work differently on him.

He was looking at her with anger, confusion, and fear written all over his face. But predominantly anger.

“I saved your life, Raziel.”

“What do you mean?” There was mild anger in his voice, but she held most of it still within herself.

“The men were organised, you wouldn’t have lasted.”

“I wanted to kill them! I would have killed them all if you hadn’t interfered.”

“That’s a lie and you know it!” she said vehemently. “That sword of yours tells you only lies. All it wants is death, it doesn’t matter whose! Yours would suit it just fine, it would probably relish it all the more. It’s a monster, Raziel.”

“And you? You’re a damned monster yourself!”

Alicia gasped and stared at him. He looked away, but she sensed the anger simmering within him. Was that anger so wrong? Who had manipulated him, used him, and toyed with his feelings, his humanity? No, don’t be hard on yourself; he killed your mother! She looked down at the grass, pulling at it distractedly. Why were her thoughts turning on her? She was meant to be in control. I am in control. The boy is guilty, and we will exact punishment as we deem fit.

A monster. That had cut much deeper than Raziel could have known.

Because deep down, she believed it.
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Grim News

––––––––
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Adran sighed, kneading his forehead, eyes closed. It was often like this once his council began debating. The only reason he let them argue here was because they would otherwise be fighting each other’s armies. Sometimes he wondered if that wasn’t the better option.

“. . . Fifteen men killed by a boy? You expect me to believe that?”

“What about the others? How did they survive?”

“This is pointless; we all know a child cannot fight like that!”

“But why didn’t they capture him? The officer should be brought in for interrogation!”

“We had him questioned for hours; he has no memory past organising his men. Now can we get back to . . .”

Sighing heavily, the emperor waved to a Renar servant. “Summon my scribe, and also request the officer of the patrol to be brought in. Some wine, too.” The servant nodded and scuttled off. Cracking his knuckles, the emperor rose. The room immediately fell dead silent as everyone rose mid-argument. He smiled inwardly at the way that simple gesture could silence them.

“The officer is being brought in. I expect you all to be quiet as I question him.” Without waiting for an answer, he seated himself and glanced at the reports that lay before him. His council sat and resumed talking in muted voices. Within half a minute, they were back to their previous volume.

The reports were more confusing than the babble that surrounded him. No one soldier seemed to have the same story, though certain elements ran through each account. And those were very familiar to him: a boy with a sword, and a lot of dead men. The girl was interesting, too, though none of the soldiers could remember what she had done. He let the drone of voices take some of his concentration.

“. . . Officer said his will was taken, or something like that.”

“Sounds as if he is making excuses.”

“There has been talk of warchildren . . .” the councillor of trade said.

“Bah, warchildren! Why, I wouldn’t have taken you for a religious man, Councillor!” scoffed the councillor of agriculture.

The emperor held up his hand for silence. “Agarth, you mentioned warchildren . . . what are warchildren?”

Agarth, the councillor of trade, looked uncomfortable. “Perhaps that is a question best asked of the councillor of religion, my lord.”

The emperor nodded and looked across to Shartran, eyebrows raised.

The councillor rose and walked forward, placing himself to the emperor’s left, turned toward the council, but facing him in a posture of deference and respect. Shartran did not look like the religious type—his body muscular and tall, and his hair in the latest style: short and militaristic. His attitude was rather more subservient than his appearance would presume, though intelligence and wit were clear in his eyes and speech.

“What is a warchild, you ask? Some say they are human, other ‘witnesses’ call them horrendous demons. That they wield great power is undeniable. They master the very thing that makes us who we are: emotion. Love, hatred, terror, anguish, humour, sadness, joy . . . all these and a hundred more, a thousand. Imagine a thing, a creature that could take them from you, leaving you as an empty husk, able to think, but having no will to act. No will to resist.

“That, my emperor, is a warchild.”

He bowed his head to show that he was finished.

The emperor looked at him, thinking. Religion had never interested him overly, though he did follow the basic beliefs of Rhotia. He knew some previous emperors had been atheists, while others had been near fanatical. He chose the middle road, though sometimes he wondered if sitting on the fence was so wise. Atheism seemed as fanatical as religious zealotry, in many ways worse, since it allowed for complete and utter immorality and loss of responsibility. He pushed the thoughts from his mind; this wasn’t the time.

“Where do warchildren come from? What is their purpose?” he asked after a pause.

“Traditionally, warchildren were thought to come from the Otherworld, the place where our souls go to await judgement. They were ambassadors sent by God to save a person from himself, perhaps a rabid warlord, or sometimes a man who had begun to follow a corrupt path. These days, with our modern studies, we have determined that they are children who have undergone a tragedy—the death of a loved one, rape, forced starvation, or witnessing some horrific act makes the young person change. Myself, I think perhaps both ideas may have some truth. But there have been so few documented cases, and those are unverified.”

“Are these warchildren able to control people, then?” the emperor asked. “Can they demoralise soldiers, confuse officers, perhaps even force them to fight for them?”

“I am sorry, my emperor, but there have been so few cases . . .”

“I see. I want the patrols in search of this child to be reinforced. I want you”—he indicated the councillor of war—“to speak with the generals, and focus on drawing some forces back to the capital.” He pointed to the councillor of propaganda. “I want posters to be drawn up and hung in every major town, warning anyone who shelters these two children that it is paramount to treason.” He glanced around, worried at the expressions he saw. They thought he was overreacting. Maybe even afraid.

“My lord,” began the councillor of war. “Perhaps we need not worry overmuch—”

“I see fully-trained soldiers dying, officers forgetting their duty, and councillors too blind to see the facts. I order these things; you obey. It really is that simple.” He locked eyes with each of the fifteen councillors in turn, waiting for each to drop their eyes before he moved to the next.

“You are dismissed.” 

They rose, bowing and taking their leave as his scribe entered. The emperor turned to the officer who had been brought in under heavy guard. The soldiers stood the man before him.

The officer was young, but obviously no new recruit. Every candidate for leadership had to have solid battle experience and heavy training before their superior would even consider them for promotion. Even so, sometimes they broke for strange reasons, and that was probably the case here.

“Lieutenant Adash, Second Brigade, First Battalion,” he stated, bowing low.

The emperor took a sip of the wine the servant had brought, then gestured at the guards to step back.

“Tell me what happened, Lieutenant.”

The account was practically what he had heard. Sincerity was evident in every word, and the soldier showed an honesty from which the emperor thought his councillors could draw lessons. The girl never entered the story, though. The lieutenant fell silent.

“What happened then?”

The man looked down and closed his eyes as if pained. One of guards glanced at the emperor, eyebrow raised. The emperor shook his head. Force wasn’t always the best way. Why it took some men their entire lives to discover such a simple fact was beyond him.

“Shakran,” he said quietly to his scribe, keeping his eyes on the soldier. “Do you know anything of warchildren?” 

The lieutenant stiffened, but remained strangely silent.

“Only that they are in legends and tales from long ago. Till today. I don’t know anything more of them than that.” He stood, hands clasped, to the right of the emperor’s ornate chair.

“Lieutenant,” Adran said in a low voice. “Did you meet a young girl?”

The lieutenant looked up, slight confusion
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