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		Dedicated to my parents,
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		Chapter One

		 

		Death by a Child

		 

		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, when the heat of someone’s life spilled on his skin had haunted 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 hadn’t already.

		A shout rang across the walls, but Raziel only stared at the body sprawled on the 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 and blinding reason. He 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 it,” 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.

		 

		* * *

		 

		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 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 empty inkwell.

		The door opened, and he turned his head, his jaw clenched as he prepared to admonish whoever dared disturb him. The guard that had been stationed outside his door stumbled into the room, sending the door crashing into the wall as he collapsed, blood darkening the expensive maroon carpet to black. The general’s eyes widened, and with a gasp, he leapt to his feet, 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, but his thoughts kept circling around that one point, insisting it was all that mattered now, all that he had to know. Then he realised it was the eyes that burned with 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, 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 map of the world. Seas appeared and disappeared, islands grew into countries, continents, worlds.

		Raziel collapsed, his stomach expelling his last meal. 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 felt so right, so good? The blade 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.

		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, 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.

		 

		* * *

		 

		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 beast 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.

		

	
		Chapter Two

		 

		An Accident

		 

		The immediate hunt for a small boy who had assassinated a general of the Rhotian army didn’t last long, for two reasons. Firstly, it was impossible to find one child who wasn’t in threadbare rags or underfed. 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 military generals, especially when the witnesses—summarily executed in the dungeons that morning—had already spread the news like a plague of rats.

		The emperor stared at the messenger, not seeing the way he trembled in his dusty riding gear. Guards stood on either side of the man.

		He tapped his finger on the document, the darker tan of his Rhotian skin contrasting with the cream paper, and closed his eyes. He took a breath, then looked up, saying, “See that the messenger is fed and a fresh horse prepared. He’ll return to the Southern province 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 capital city Archehan. 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 been a cruel and most vicious man.

		. . . 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 figures and fluent apologies. They would execute a number of suspects, imprison others, and increase the military presence in the city. The emperor sighed and set the letter on a side table. The capital was beautiful with the sun casting its rays over the high towers, red-tiled roofs, ornate buildings, and that giant, 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. 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 land, 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’d remedied 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 introduction of universities, even the establishment of a small 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 wouldn’t have cared.

		And now this savagery in Duchehan. A small city—no, 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.

		 

		* * *

		 

		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.

		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 puff 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 betrayed no emotion other than understanding, and a certain recognition, or perhaps simple acceptance. Raziel couldn’t take his eyes from her. At first, he thought it was shock, as he had seen a few times while he slaughtering enemies. But this was different. There was strength there. He had to cast his eyes down in shame, because that strength was something he knew he’d 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.

		He noticed the woman he had killed had knocked over the candle when she fell. 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 questioningly, 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 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? Eyes, yes, never the eyes.

		“Why did you kill her?” The voice was a little deeper than most girls he had known, 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.

		“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.”

		

	
		Chapter Three

		 

		Violent Travels

		 

		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 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. Emotions were such terrible things, so obvious in how they worked, yet so uncontrollable. Anger and fury loved to antagonise each other—and themselves—almost like a warrior psyching himself up for battle. Fears joined, encouraging each other and building into terror and horror. Lust and greed worked in a similar way, blinding reason and feeding on selfishness. Sometimes hate and love worked together. Happiness needed something to build on, and often the joy of others was enough, especially when love was present.

		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’d 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.

		

	
		Chapter Four

		 

		Grim News

		 

		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 in his eyes.

		“There was . . . the boy, the child I told you of. He killed my men! He was so fast, so skilled—”

		“The girl, Lieutenant, what of the girl?”

		“I . . . she had such eyes.” He stared, unseeing, at the emperor.

		“What did she do to you, Lieutenant?”

		“She will come here, and all hell will be let loose.”

		Unsettled by the unblinking stare and eerie sound of the man’s voice, Adran motioned to the guards. They stepped forward hesitantly.

		“A knife . . . the boy will be here . . . death . . . and the warchild . . .”

		“Stop his babbling,” Adran said to the guards. One of them took the lieutenant’s shoulder, and his eyes regained their clarity.

		“Oh, my lord, forgive me!”

		“There is nothing to forgive, man. Go and rest. We shall hear the full story tomorrow.”

		The lieutenant bowed and was led back to his cell.

		Silence filled the throne room as the guards’ footsteps faded away. The emperor stared at the reports on the table without reading.

		Too much was happening too fast. Internal rivalries in the Council of Fifteen, their growing desire to return to Rhotia, the problems with raiders in the far provinces of the empire, starvation in certain smaller towns, rocky relations with Faressia in the east, this boy who could kill men so easily and skilfully, and now warchildren. Creatures that were meant to be legends.

		“Shakran.” He sighed as he turned to the elderly scribe. “Is the empire coming to its limits? Have we grown too large too quickly? Or are these problems normal? Am I growing old?”

		The scribe didn’t answer, only looked kindly at him. As always, Adran didn’t expect anything else. It was good to have a listening ear, someone who did not judge, did not claim wisdom in matters in which he had no experience. The emperor closed his eyes and leaned back, relishing the calm silence of the empty room.

		Shakran gazed fondly at his emperor. The man’s troubles would be over soon. The appearance of a rogue warchild was discomforting, he had to admit. Certain persons would be very troubled by such news; he’d seen the worry in their eyes lately. Warchildren were legends, indeed, but there was much truth in legends, often far more than people credited. Warchildren were not to be taken lightly.

		That was why they were hunted down, imprisoned, and destroyed by a clandestine group of men dedicated to peace, but required to do tasks which people called many names. Names that denied sympathy—treason, anarchy, murder, regicide, arson, persecution, rape, and the like. People used these labels so easily, blocking all understanding, rather seeing only the act and not the higher goal. Could they not see the violence of their beloved empires and kingdoms? The arbitrary rules which monarchs chose to follow or break at their whim? The world was sick, like a patient with a disease which, if not cured quickly, would soon be terminal.

		Religion had to be abolished, kings had to be deposed, and order had to be broken down before it could all be rebuilt.

		Warchildren had to die. All of them, every single one. True, often the forces he worked with created warchildren through their violent actions, but the end justified the means. The world needed to be rid of all corruption, all evil. That was such a noble goal, and yet so many people would try to stop them. So many people would claim a higher path, a different way.

		All this had to be achieved before Rhotia dragged its emperor back to its bosom. Renas was where it must take place, far away from outside influences.

		The scribe shook his head, rubbing at his temple as a headache surfaced. He’d take some vaniah before bed, that blessed smoke. As long as he worked hard and concentrated on his task, everything would be well.

		The door opened, and he straightened as a servant brought a message for the emperor. Adran looked up, and took the sealed letter with a tired look, unlocking it with his ring. The ring was of an intricate shape that only the highest officials could use, and the design changed every year.

		My emperor, the letter began, dropping all the usual flattery.

		Strange creatures have begun to appear in the region of Duchehan. We have reports from reliable witnesses, and it seems they are large birds, black-feathered and with piercing cries, much like a wail. Other than that, we have little information. They seem harmless, but have caused some distress among the populace, who speak of myths and superstition.

		It went on to describe minor storms and the current state of martial law in Duchehan. That boy had certainly caused a lot of trouble and would have to be dealt with. Adran thought over the battles, both on the field and in the political arena. He remembered one period when there had been multiple assassination attempts on his life, and another when the military had come to near mutiny in the war. Fear was no stranger to him, yet he had always risen above that, fighting for his people and for his position.

		The fear this boy put in his heart was somehow worse than all the rest combined, though. Maybe it was the fact that such a small child could do such vicious and bloody things. Maybe it was the mysterious warchild, a threat unknown making the danger only seem greater. Maybe it was everything combined, and his old age hovering nearby making his strength a façade he could barely keep propped up.

		Sometimes, he wished he wasn’t on the throne and lived a simple life as a minor noble or lord. He smiled to himself, at the irony of all the effort and the pain of thirty years to get here, only to think of giving it all up. People always dreamed of the better life, even emperors.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The emperor, his scribe, and the two royal guards following behind them, entered the wing of the palace dedicated to the Three Seats. It was a small, simple but comfortable area, with a suite for each of the seats and a circular meeting room in the centre. Polished wooden floors reflected the strong beams that supported the largest dome in the western world. Adran smiled, proud of the beauty he had brought to the world. Renas had much to be thankful for to Rhotia. He prayed that they would realise it and support it, much like those beams.

		Shakran pulled on the thick cord at one side of the room. The three bells in the dome tolled five times each. Archehan would know that their lord was meeting with the Three Seats and would pray to the gods of either Rhotia or Renas that wisdom be found in the decisions made that day.

		After a few minutes had passed, servants placed three simple wooden chairs before the throne in preparation.

		Adran had instituted the seats thirty years ago, after his father’s empire had fallen into his hands. Corruption had devolved the empire into a bureaucratic mess—a hellish tangle of deception, backstabbing, buying and selling immorality, and assassins hidden under cracked façades of smiles.

		Men who held no affiliations with politics and families occupied the three seats. Living in partial seclusion from the world, under the protection and blessing of the emperor in all affairs, their task was to pass unbiased judgement on the councillors. A seat of honesty, a seat of justice, and a seat of wisdom. When a councillor behaved in a manner where these three ideals were apparent, it was recorded on a scroll. These scrolls were presented publicly in high honour, but the contents were private to the receiving councillor and kept so to the grave.

		Naturally, when the opposite happened, when a councillor mocked or destroyed one of the three ideals, the scroll was taken away and burnt in public. The shame that accompanied this punishment was immense and had only happened once before, when a councillor had been found to be involved in the sale of slaves and vaniah. The man had committed suicide the next day, which, in the emperor’s opinion had made matters simple in regard to keeping the government tidy and honourable.

		The men who held the seats entered. They were older men—one walked with a cane, and the hair on each of their heads was white. They wore white robes lined with Rhotian-blue silk, and with the assistance from the servants, they took their places. The servants left, only Shakran remaining by the emperor’s side.

		“Noble men,” Adran began. “I have summoned you to advise me in the matter of the warchild.”

		The three elderly men fixed their respectful and thoughtful gazes on the emperor. After a moment, one replied, “Have you consulted with the councillor of religion?”

		“I have, and with my other councillors, both those with and without scrolls. I wish to hear your thoughts, as you know more between the three of you than those fifteen.”

		The three nodded in appreciation of the compliment.

		“Warchildren are very rare, as you know. They have ever been only a side note in the histories of any culture. They are often the heralds of change in the few legends and myths where they are mentioned.”

		The emperor nodded. “This warchild is causing some strife in the land, and is with a dangerous companion, a boy who has allegedly killed many men.”

		There was silence for a minute, as the seats gazed at the emperor, and he at them. Finally, one spoke.

		“We have thought carefully on these stories since we received the news. Warchildren aside, we consider the tale of the boy gross exaggeration at best, a lie at the worst. It may be that a young man has taken up the sword in youthful rebellion against Rhotia and has left stories behind in both cowardly soldiers and taverns, which have blazed like a forest fire to great proportions.”

		One of the other seats continued, “The warchild should not be dismissed, if only due to the fact that she may aid this rumour by manipulating the citizens of Renas. Listen to your councillors but also to yourself. It may very well be she is purely fictional, added to the rumour of a small boy with a sword. Or she may be real. We must wait and listen.”

		“On another note, we have a suggestion”.

		The emperor looked up at the vaulted dome. “I know what you’re about to say.”

		“It is well to settle this land, but your home needs you. And a wife would not go amiss.”

		Shakran frowned, but wiped it from his face with a muffled cough lest someone looked his way.

		“I will return soon,” Adran said. “My councillors hound me on this topic daily.”

		“We support your decisions, as ever, Emperor Adran,” the three said in unison, bowing their heads.

		The emperor rose, thanked the seats, and returned to the throne room.

		

	
		Chapter Five

		 

		Dark Night

		 

		Leaning against a steep hillside in a state of half-collapse, the abandoned barn wasn’t the most comfortable resting place the two children had ever seen. Alicia looked down at her once-white dress ruefully. The mud and rain had stained it beyond repair. She looked over her shoulder at the boy, anger and resentment filling her mind.

		Raziel stumbled to a halt beside her, dropped the bag and slouched to the ground. His breath came in ragged gasps, head hanging, chest heaving. His hair hung in his eyes, dirty and unkempt, much like the rags he had until recently walked around in. It seemed an age ago, being in Duchehan, killing soldiers, searching for food.

		Being free.

		He hugged the blade to himself. She would never take this from him. It was the one thing she looked at with some kind of fear, though mistrust was perhaps a better word. Usually, she was so confident and overbearing, but she had said little about the blade and had never ordered him to put it away or destroy it. Perhaps her power wasn’t absolute. Maybe the sword was his strength. Hadn’t it always been? Maybe it would prove to be the key to his freedom once again.

		Twilight passed quickly under the cover of the trees, shadows deepening like pools of water spreading. Where darkness was a comfort to Raziel, it was a curse to Alicia. She feared it. It hid the evil that was otherwise clear in the daylight. It tugged at certain memories she couldn’t reach—painful memories which roused her curiosity. What was it that had made her as she was? The shadows also called to her in an unpleasant tune much like a wail.

		Raziel leaned back, his eyes wide and a slight smile on his lips. Darkness made him strong, let him hide, stealthily taking out enemies before they could raise an alarm. Darkness allowed him to burn barracks full of his enemies and watch the flames roar up, exactly as they had the night his family died. Revenge and shadows—a mixture pleasant to a tortured mind—set his anger and hatred ablaze, making him who he was.

		“We are far enough from the road to allow some light,” Alicia said in a low voice.

		Raziel grunted, still hugging the sword and turning away from her voice.

		She didn’t react, but picked up her heavy bag which he had dumped unceremoniously at her feet and entered the decrepit building. She pulled out a tinderbox and lit an old lantern on the wall as the last rays of sunlight vanished over the horizon. The lantern illuminated the dusty air, and her hopes rose when she saw that the ground inside was dry. Rusted tools leaned against one wall; straw rotted in one damp corner. An old ladder rose to the loft. There was no scent of animals, so Alicia entered and looked around for anything of use and a comfortable place to sleep.

		Raziel stood up, stretching and grunting at the ache in his body. He took a small tour around the outside of the ramshackle structure, the sword pointing out to check window positions and the lay of the land. Memorising them quickly, he entered the barn. The warchild was up in the loft, spreading hay. The blade advised him to take one of the rusted pitchforks and place it near the door, in case they had to block it.

		Alicia pulled two objects from the bag Raziel had carried. He stood by, curious to see what he had lugged seemingly halfway across the world. She unwrapped the cloth, revealing a set of pans, each one made of heavy iron.

		“What?! You made me carry your cooking rubbish?” he said, as she climbed the ladder.

		“Well, if you’d prefer to eat your food raw, go ahead, but shut up before you draw attention to us, fool boy.” She pushed a crate over the edge of the loft, smiling in satisfaction when it broke into pieces. She climbed down and built a small fire. Raziel frowned, then took a rag and polished the sword. His stomach growled, and he hit it with the side of his fist. He wouldn’t eat; he wouldn’t submit.

		Firelight glimmered on the blade, fighting with the shadows, a silent battle of light and darkness. Each time one pushed back, the other took its place. There was beauty in weapons, in battle, in death. Raziel polished away one smudge, then another, each one adding some new aspect to the firelight reflected on the cold steel. Blood never sat on the blade, but always flowed freely off, as if it wanted to escape the cursed thing. Raziel didn’t mind; it made it easier to clean.

		He noticed Alicia had stew bubbling on the small fire. It smelled better than anything he’d had in months. He was starving, quite literally, and before he realised it, he was crouching beside the warchild. She glanced up, neither inviting nor repelling.

		“Is there anything we need?” he asked, now eager to add to the meal.

		“No,” she said, looking back at the stew and stirring it. “Just keep the fire going.”

		Raziel nodded and walked away to gather the broken planks and some dry straw.

		Alicia looked at him, wondering if there was some good in him which she had overlooked at first. Her hatred had cooled a little, the pain of her mother’s death turning back to herself. She didn’t know if it was her real mother, or if she had adopted her after . . . after whatever it was that she couldn’t remember. She closed her eyes, trying to stop the tears from flowing. Why was her memory clouded, and why did the darkness scare her so much? Was this normal for warchildren?

		She knew so little about warchildren, having never met another. Her powers seemed inherent, and while she improved and learned more about them daily, she never had any doubt about how to use them. She hadn’t been a human learning a new skill, but had one day simply ceased to be human and become something new.

		Something stronger.

		Something better or worse? She still had to figure that out.

		The pot started to boil over, and she quickly took it off the stones on which it balanced. Raziel was sitting beside the small pile of wood and kindling he had gathered, half-asleep with his arms around the sword. She glared at it, teeth clenching. That thing was evil; she had felt the demonic fury it possessed, far more than she had ever sensed in any human, a hundred—a thousand—times more powerful than that which Raziel had.

		“Are we eating?”

		Alicia looked up. Distracted from serious thoughts by that boy’s stomach!

		“Put that sword away first,” she said, glaring at him.

		He knew he had no choice if he wanted some food. Ignoring the small bites of pain the blade sent up his arm, he placed it in the corner. He returned to the fire and started on the bowl she had filled for him. It looked terrible; a watery mess of vegetables and herbs, with some small pieces of what he hoped was meat. But the smell enticed him, and after the first tentative sip, he gulped the rest down. It wasn’t the best he’d ever had, but it was more than edible, and he was starving.

		Even with the ventilation offered by the small cracks and warped boards of the barn, the room was stuffy with smoke. Alicia opened the door, then returned to the fire, the cold night air chilling her back as the flames warmed her front. They sat facing one another across the fire, eating silently as darkness surrounded them.

		“Where are you taking me?” Raziel asked through a mouthful of food.

		“Wherever I desire.”

		“And what do you desire, ma’am?” the boy retorted, swallowing.

		“That you be silent.”

		The firelight flickered between them. They each studied their own hidden thoughts. Both dreamed of freedom, in different forms.

		Raziel wasn’t sure what had made him attack the patrol. Well, apart from the fact that killing made him feel alive. He relished that as much as always, though his killing of Alicia’s mother haunted his thoughts. He glanced up at her, wondering if she hated him even more than he hated the empire. Her emotions, the way she acted, even the way she spoke, seemed completely alien to him sometimes. If someone had killed his mother . . .

		His current situation showed what he would do. He would kill. For the loss, for the pain, for revenge. How could Alicia sit there so calmly, even if she could control him? If he had been in her place, his death would have been swift and brutal. She had said it was too merciful. Raziel finished his stew and leaned back. Was life less merciful than death? His life certainly wasn’t pleasant at times. It hurt to remember his family every second, aching for someone to love and love him back. He automatically rubbed at his arm, expecting a shot of pain for his weak thoughts, but the sword stood propped against the wall. As soon as his eyes fell on it, he heard it calling. He turned away and lay down with his back to the fire, silently weeping for his family.

		Alicia had little appetite but forced herself to finish what she could. Her exhausted mind spun with many ideas, too many at once. She felt miserable, weak, exhausted beyond measure. Ghostly traces of the soldiers’ emotions kept echoing in her memory, and she felt filthy and evil—as their emotions had been. Raziel calling her a monster also kept ringing in her mind. She pressed a cool palm to her forehead, trying to forget. Trying not to hate herself.

		She woke with a start, surprised that she had fallen asleep. The fire had died out, but the embers gave off a warm glow. Her blankets had pulled down around her, and the draught from the loose shutter was as cold as the stream in the winter mornings. It seemed vaguely unreal, but that was probably due to the early hour.

		Something had woken her, but she wasn’t sure what. Straightening her nightgown, she rose and placed a few sticks on the embers, coaxing them alight. Only the quiet crackling of flames broke the stillness of the night. She watched them, slowly growing drowsier as the flames grew.

		Her head jolted up as footsteps ran through the house. Her mother burst in and grabbed her under the arms, forcing her to stand. “Hide, Alicia!” she whispered hoarsely. Alicia frowned. She couldn’t see her mother’s face, ever turned away from her or shrouded in unnatural darkness. Her eyes simply wouldn’t focus. This was a dream . . . but it was more, a memory relived. A man . . . her father, stood in the doorway, a pitchfork in his hand.

		With a crash, one of the shutters in another room cracked violently, and the door to the cottage shook under a pounding fist. Alicia scrambled under her bed as it burst open. The rest drowned away in her father’s supplications, a vision of armed men entering her home, and her mother’s screams.

		Her mother screaming, wailing.

		Shrieking.

		Her eyes opened wide, but the shrieking continued, pitching higher and higher. It rose over the strong wind and seemed to vibrate in her bones. Rising on one arm, she glanced at Raziel, who stood nearby with his sword. Their eyes met, and she heard his terror, recognising it immediately because it matched her own.

		The embers of the fire flared in the wind blowing between the warped boards and unshuttered windows of the building. Raziel tossed kindling and wood on the embers, trying to build it up, but the flames disappeared before they even took hold. Alicia stepped behind him, filled with a terrible feeling of dread that the shrieks and her dream were connected.

		“The door!” Raziel ran over to the pitchfork he had placed there earlier and pulled the door shut with some effort. Placing the rusted tool in the place where a sturdy wooden bar normally went, he returned to the fireside, wincing at the high-pitched wailing.

		“They come for me,” Alicia said, looking at him but not seeing him. Her face was blank and somehow that was worse than anything. He glanced at the walls, which moved in the heavy gusts, then cried out as the warchild collapsed. He knelt beside her, and she clutched at his shoulder.

		“Save me,” she whispered.

		Raziel rose and stood over her, the sword sending small bites up his arm.

		“What?” he asked, glancing down at it, his fear making him irritable. “What are you telling me?”

		“Let her die,” it answered coldly.

		The shrieks rose in volume, the pitch dropping into a wail. Raziel looked back at the cold steel of the blade. It made sense to let her die. Whatever demon was outside, he could let it enter, then hide himself.

		The door heaved with a loud crack. Something slammed at the shutters. Another thump and they broke free. A black shadow darted in, the momentum causing it to veer unnaturally. It straightened, and Raziel saw black, ragged wings in the moonlight, a smoky birdlike creature with a long neck and black talons. Embers flew across the room in the heavy wind.

		The thing turned and came for Raziel.

		He lifted the blade, ignoring the pain that flared in his arm. The hardness and clarity the sword gave him disappeared. It refused to cooperate. But the last few months had left their mark on the young boy, and recently, his dominance over the sword had strengthened his will. He slashed down as the shadow-creature approached, its wail cut in half as it died. The sword sent a flood of agony up his arm, reaching his chest. He keeled over, breathless, gasping.

		His eyes focused on the girl, on Alicia. On the surface of his struggling mind, he wanted to submit to the blade, give up, and let her die. But something deeper, maybe fuelled by hatred for the blade or a need to deal with his tormentor personally, made him rise to his feet and clench the hilt tightly.

		The door snapped in two, broken planks and chips of wood flinging across the barn. Three of the shadows flew inside and attacked. The sword had stopped hurting Raziel, sensing it could let him die but then lie forgotten forever in this wreck of a building. It had a will for bloodshed and destruction and self-interest.

		Raziel smiled. It seemed he had control over the sword now. Was his will finally strong enough? He shook his head. This wasn’t the time to think.

		The first creature reached him, and he struck its wing. The shriek deafened him, but he continued to smile. This feeling of control, of battle-fury . . . he had thought it lost when he met Alicia.

		The sword directed him to adjust his stance to better deal with the remaining creatures.

		They veered off, then resumed the attack, one from each side. Breathing in deeply, Raziel held his position, then spun with sword outstretched. The screams were almost simultaneous.

		He laughed.

		Three black shadows lay dissipating on the barn floor. They vanished before he had a chance to take a good look at them.

		Sitting down near Alicia, he tried to cast the sword aside. But he remembered how it had helped him in the end. That bond, not love but mutual reliance, was strong. Maybe it would be best if he didn’t damage it just yet.

		Weakness, he thought. I’m afraid of being weak and that in itself makes me weak.

		The embers sent glimmers up the blade. Placing some kindling and wood on it, he built the fire up quickly, then lay down, observing Alicia.

		Her eyes remained closed, and her breathing, frantic before, had slowed to a more normal pace. Why didn’t he kill her? Why had he protected her? His reasons seemed to have died with the creatures.

		“It is time we speak.”

		Raziel looked at the sword, again entranced by the light shimmering across its gleaming surface. It looked so beautiful, so deadly, so evil, and so good. How did all those combine in one object? It was, after all, only metal shaped into a weapon. In itself, it was none of these, yet all of them.

		“What were those things?” he asked.

		“Banshees,” it answered.

		“I saw them in Duchehan, in the forest. What are they?”

		The sword sent a small shot of pain up his arm. “Don’t ask pointless questions. Just kill.”

		Raziel grimaced, looking down at his arm. It was slightly redder than his other arm, the veins more pronounced, the muscles slightly thicker. Luckily, the pain was usually momentary, but still, it hurt.

		“Why did they attack us?” he asked, looking back at the fire.

		The sword was silent. Oh, it knew what banshees were, and why they attacked these two children. It knew these things, and much more. It knew something of destiny, of warchildren and of men. But its slumber of centuries had taught it one thing: men craved knowledge, and withholding it made him invaluable.

		Raziel glanced at the blade before letting it go. He watched it, listening for any angry retort, and supplications—those came few and far between, the sword was immensely proud—or perhaps an order. But nothing came.

		It had been a rainy afternoon when he found the sword. His memory was . . . hazy at best, especially for events in the hours before his family’s slaughter, but he trusted these glimpses into the past. The forest had been drier than the fields around Duchehan, thanks to the thick foliage. The trees rose a hundred metres into the sky, tall and noble, with a thick canopy of branches and leaves. He remembered his father once saying that one such tree was enough to build a ship.

		Raziel had begun visiting the forest after the invasion, a place where the guards and orphans, those who had formed bullying gangs after the invasion of their hometown, didn’t hurt him. A place where he could be free. Of course, he had broken about twenty different Rhotian martial laws being there, but it was easy to slip past the guards.

		The forest had light undergrowth, sometimes mixed with smaller trees and, far more interesting to a fourteen-year-old boy with a vibrant imagination, ruins of old buildings. The years, perhaps centuries, had worn them down, but they formed the background for the many tales and adventures the young boy played at as he swung a branch like a sword.

		He grimaced as he recalled how naïve, senseless, and absurd he had been. Well-fed as well—something he resented his old self for. Weak. That word summed it all up, and he filled with a cold pride. He was better now, a thousand times better.

		Raziel’s memories flew through the trees like a flock of birds, seeing with the eyes of imagination, recall, and fancy. The smell of the forest and the songs of birds had filled the air that day. But a loud shriek had silenced them, promptly joined by many more. That was the first time he had seen banshees. He’d wet his pants, but he ran, stumbling over gnarled roots and tumbled masonry. He had thought them only legends. Real monsters were chasing him. No stick of wood could help him.

		As the beat of shadowy wings grew nearer, Raziel glanced down and saw a hole scooped out beneath the tree roots. He dived in, scratching dirt with his hands, pushing it behind him as his heart beat frantically. He couldn’t see anything, spat dirt out and could only hear his heavy breath. And then he fell.

		The ground had broken beneath him and he had landed in a pile of bones.

		Six skeletons, all complete and undisturbed except the one on which he had landed. The dust from his fall filled the air, and the afternoon light did not aid his vision. He sat, waiting for it to settle, then rose. His back hurt, but it wasn’t anything to cry about.

		In the centre of the room was what appeared to be a solid stone table with something on top. Looking closer, he saw it was an altar of sorts with a sword on top of it. No dust or dirt covered it, though it had swamped the rest of the room. The air was oddly stale, as if nothing had ever lived there and nothing ever would. The roots of a tree had broken through one of the walls, but they had withered away and twisted into strange shapes.

		“At last,” a voice in his mind said. It wasn’t like the voices he used to fill the stories he acted out here in the forest. The frigid wind from the north, combined with the most freezing rain and icy winter would still not match the chill in that voice. It breathed with a complete and utter lack of warmth, yet there was blind fury in it. Deep terror took root in Raziel’s soul, even though it had only spoken two words.

		Raziel knew that voice only meant death.

		He stepped closer to the altar. It struck him that it looked like a tomb, but it was too small for a body, too narrow and not long enough. The skeletons and altar were of little concern, though; he was simply trying to distract himself from the voice. Maybe he’d imagined it, maybe it had been some acoustic trick of the wind, or his own breathing or shuffling feet echoing in the subterranean room.

		He turned back to the sword.

		“Take me up,” it ordered.

		Despite the terror that ran through his veins, despite the warnings that resounded in his mind, Raziel hesitated for only a second. Because in that instant, the sword showed him a vision.

		The empire retreating, destroyed irrevocably, hundreds of the enemies slain by his hand, revenge for his homeland, and peace for his family and friends.

		Hand shaking, he took the hilt and raised the sword. He had expected pain, some kind of tragedy, but it simply spoke to him.

		“Wield me and you shall have all that.”

		And so, he climbed out of the room with the sword. The blade had trained him for days in the forest. At home, he had made a leather sheath and belt to carry it on his back. Everything had been quiet until the night he woke to find his family butchered. Then his killing of imperials had begun.

		With the quiet of the barn around him, he touched the sword now.

		“When does the empire fall, sword?”

		“My name is Ultio.”

		“Fine. Ultio, when do I get what you promised? All the things I saw, were they lies?”

		“It will happen. Very soon.”

		Raziel nodded, satisfied, and withdrew his hand. The sword didn’t seem to lie often, if at all. Did he trust it? In a manner of speaking, yes, he did.

		The wind had died down, and the fire had grown a little, spreading warmth and light across the barn. He glanced down, and Alicia’s open eyes startled him. She stared at him stolidly.

		“What did it promise you?”

		Raziel turned away.

		“What did it promise you, Raziel?” Alicia leaned on one elbow.

		Raziel shot back a glare. “Nothing. Leave me be!”

		Alicia hesitated for a moment, then sank down, exhausted. Scared.

		Something was wrong.

		Her powers were gone. She shook her head. No, not gone. Emptied. The shrieking creatures had somehow drawn the reserves out and left her feeling hollow. The boy’s emotions had been clear in his eyes and words, but his tune was so quiet, as if coming from a distance. A whisper of the emotion he truly held.

		She turned over, absorbing as much heat from the small fire as she could. If Raziel had noticed her lack of power, he hadn’t shown it. Would he kill her if he knew? She felt the sword wouldn’t be able to hurt her. Some force about it, while hating her intensely, simply had no power to harm her. At least, so it seemed. She would probably be wise to stay on her guard nevertheless.

		The wind had died down and the night was quiet once again. Alicia slept fitfully for a few hours, while Raziel simply stared into the fire, mulling over his own thoughts until dawn.

		

	
		Chapter Six

		 

		Among the Leaves

		 

		Near dawn, a sound jerked Raziel from his thoughts. He took Ultio and looked out at the path. The light was clear enough to see twenty or so men fanning out to surround the barn. How had they found him? It didn’t matter. They were here, and so was he.

		There was only one course of action.

		He hesitated for a moment, observing the unusual dress of the soldiers. They weren’t wearing the uniform of the men he had killed yesterday. In fact, they barely shared any of the same colours and weaponry. Strange, but their purpose was clear enough, and they had to be dealt with.

		He stepped outside and sprinted at the leader, slicing his legs from under him even as he shouted orders. Plunging the blade deep into his fallen enemy’s chest, he turned to the others. They drew their swords, unsure what they were dealing with. As always, the fact that Raziel was only a boy seemed to confuse them.

		The sword guided his hand, taking an arm from one man, the head of another. It knew men’s weaknesses, their deficient attention to details. It laughed coldly, sending a shiver down Raziel’s spine.

		Why did men always forget the throat, behind the knees, and all the other vulnerable spots? Was it mere carelessness, or did they actually want to die? Sometimes, Ultio felt tempted to believe the latter. But that was because he loved death himself. Maybe he had a slightly skewed perspective on matters.

		Raziel didn’t like the vibe he was receiving from his blade. There was a certain life there that had lain dormant at first. It seemed like it was thinking and speaking to itself, though he only heard the vaguest echoes. A bolt of pain ripped through his shoulder as a crossbow bolt nicked his skin, bringing him back to the situation at hand.

		Three of the men were approaching as the others covered them with crossbows. Raziel shot to the right, straight at the closest crossbowman. He lifted the sword, deflecting the bolt and slamming with all his force into the man. The usual surprised gasp from the enemy, the usual rush of adrenaline through his body, the usual feeling of ultimate power and destruction. He landed on top and lay his sword across the throat of the archer, then slammed down with both hands, drenching his face in blood.

		The other crossbowmen backed away, some loading fresh bolts, others taking hold of flimsy knives and cheap swords at their belts. Raziel was among them, a whirlwind of violence, chewing through their numbers. The swordsmen were guarding their fallen leader, obviously trying to deal with the situation in line with their training. Raziel and Ultio laughed in hideous unison. Training was for regular combat, men against men, usually in equal numbers. It created discipline, true, but a certain complacency was also born. They thought they knew how to deal with problems, so worry and confusion were even more debilitating when they did hit.

		Leaving the crossbowmen to their own devices, Raziel attacked the swordsmen. They fell into defensive positions, blocking his blows. He bent and hurled loose dirt at the men, rushing to the side as a bolt flew past. He hamstringed one man. Grabbing a belt on the collapsing man’s back, he turned him to block a slash from another, smiling at the shocked look on the swordsman’s face.

		“Raziel, run!” the sword urged.

		Without hesitation, Raziel spun around and sprinted into the forest, multiple bolts zipping past. In the safety of the trees, he took a deep breath, wiped the blood from his eyes, then moved parallel to the road. The soldiers approached the trees, wary. After a moment’s hesitation, they entered the forest.

		None ever came out.

		Alicia shook her head and opened her eyes. There were no bird sounds. It was funny how you never noticed things like that till they were gone—like so much in this world. Vague memories of the night turned into solid realisation as her mind cleared.

		Monsters.

		Banshees, if that travelling storyteller she had once met had been correct in his description. Dark birds of shadow, omens apparently. Omens of what, no one knew. Only that they hunted with a relentless intensity. She shivered, hugging her arms around her legs.

		She lay like that for a few seconds before looking around. The boy, where is he? She felt something like gratitude toward the little beast. Oh, she hated him, yes, with all her heart, but she would admit that he had defended her last night. She wasn’t going soft; she would never forgive him. She frowned, hating the way she had to fight her own emotions, trying to force—no, I am tired, that’s all!—herself to . . . to what? Whatever. I know how I feel, and besides, the fool was only fighting for his own skin. Worthless though it is. She gritted her teeth and stood up.

		Starting up the fire again, she made a point not to look around. If he wanted to play games, let him. Maybe he had run away. He didn’t know that once a warchild touched someone’s emotions, he or she created a bond that lasted days, sometimes weeks, depending on how heavy the contact had been. She could feel him whenever she desired and track him down using them.

		Curious, she listened to Raziel’s emotions. They were quiet and muffled, like echoes, but still very strong.

		She shuddered.

		The tune could hardly be called such, more of a thrashing of noise, a chaotic mess that could drive anyone insane if they listened long enough.

		She had never felt his emotional level degenerate so far. She let it fade away, already feeling a headache forming. But she held on to a little and realised he was moving away. North.

		After a moment’s hesitation, she took the bags and left the barn.

		The ground shone red in the morning sun, the golden light glinting warmly off the soaked dirt. The dark shapes lay sprawled at painful angles like mountains with red rivers flowing between them.

		One hand on her stomach, the other against the wall of the ancient barn, Alicia gagged and heaved up her dinner. She stared at the mess on the ground, not daring to look up at the scene of Raziel’s madness. This carnage was what she had fought so hard to stop the day before. Not because it was wrong, no, it was beyond wrong. She glanced at the bodies and was sick again. No, this was even beyond evil. Was that possible? Was there violence, insanity, beyond evil? Or were there simply increasing degrees of evil? If that was the case, could there be something worse than . . . than what lay here rotting and stinking in the morning sunlight?

		Walking past the corpses and following the trail of gore, she reached the forest. What had happened in there was almost too much to comprehend, even though it was right there, in front of the warchild’s eyes. Killing men was almost understandable, even if calling it self-defence was a stretch of the imagination. But impaling one through the gut on a splintered branch . . . how could a fourteen-year-old even do that?

		He’s possessed. That sword controls him. Does he know it? Yes. Does he care? Of course not. Because evil is willed.

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

		Never. Never like this.

		No? Destroying people by mangling their emotions is nice and clean. Decent. Respectable. Stop judging people.

		But how can I not judge this?

		Alicia glanced up at the body on the branch. She shrugged in complete hopelessness and defeat. Turning from the dimness of the forest, back to the road, she traced Raziel and began to walk toward the capital, tears brimming in her eyes, but a resolute will in her heart.

		The noon sun beat down on him, but he didn’t care, couldn’t care. Ultio lay in the dirt, the blood pooling around the shining metal but never staining the blade. Raziel was stained, oh yes. His clothes were drenched, his skin held layers of scarlet, some dried, most of it still sticky, warm, and reeking. His soul was drenched in it, drowned in it, yet never satiated.

		It’s been enough. Too much.

		“No, Raziel. Remember your family.”

		Enough.

		“They lay dead. In the street.”

		Too . . . much.

		“Your older brother.”

		The tears flowed, hot, boiling, cleaning the blood from his eyes and cheeks, but searing deep into his heart and only hurting him more. He wept in silence as despair engulfed him. It had visited him before, but his hatred and lust for revenge had always conquered. That was all gone, in the past.

		“Raziel, we will win.”

		He wanted to laugh, laugh hollowly, and show the sword his grief and lack of humour. Nothing came out but a dry crack, his lungs gasping in the midday heat and post-battle fires in his muscles. That made him try to laugh even harder, the sheer idiocy of himself.

		He had killed over twenty-five people in less than twelve hours. Not only that, but they hadn’t touched him once. Not once.

		Demon, devil, creature of darkness. Only evil could let evil succeed so well. And yes, yes, he was evil. The evidence lay in the forest, in pieces unrecognizable. But even more, it ran through him, covered him, in layers and layers, deeper and darker than anything could ever be.

		“You are so dramatic.”

		Raziel collapsed in the dirt, crushed by the mocking voices. Was it Ultio or were there foreign voices in his head? Was it simply himself? He closed his eyes; they hurt so badly. His muscles ached, burned and each breath stirred the embers he felt in his lungs. He was dying, must be dying . . .

		The darkness that fell over his closed eyes was pure relief. Maybe death really was a mercy.

		Water poured over his face, cool and good. All went dark. But before he disappeared into the oblivion, he heard:

		“We have to try.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		She dragged him as far as she could, rolling his inert body into a shallow stream to clean the grime from his skin and clothes. He still looked like he’d been through all hell and back, but it was an improvement. Crossing the stream and entering a copse of trees, she lit a small fire and tried to keep his wet body warm. She lay down beside him, exhausted.

		A few hours later, she rose and made a meagre meal with the food that remained. Raziel was feverish, but she couldn’t remedy that. The warmth of the fire, some food, and water were the best she could do. He stirred uneasily in his sleep, his sword lying out of reach. She had planned to leave it behind, but just as she had begun to drag his body off the road, his hand flew out and grasped it. Addicted, even when unconsciousness was drowning him. She hadn’t dared wrench the sword from him. The evil aura about it terrified her more than anything.

		She knew the terrible things, the memories that never fully formed themselves inside her mind and had made her what she was . . . she knew they had something to do with the emperor. Raziel also had some connection to the emperor, some past that had made him who he was. The emperor, the invader. Rhotia. Why had he come to this land and created such monsters as themselves? Was he evil? A flash of pain in her mind cursed her memory.

		The afternoon was cooling and night was only a few hours away. She had seen travellers and military thronging the road. Someone had clearly discovered Raziel’s handiwork. Would they believe it was the work of one boy? More importantly, had she left a trail? As the hours passed, she relaxed. No one had come near the copse.

		The boy woke before evening, his eyes bloodshot and weary. The flames flickered across his tired face, and he pulled himself a bit closer to the heat. Alicia passed what remained of the food.

		“Careful,” she said. “It’s hot.”

		Raziel took it without a word, too tired to think, too tired to care what he put in his mouth. Something flashed in his memory. Red, always red, and violence, always the violence. It wasn’t just something he did. This violence was him—his very being.

		“If we refuse who we are, all that follows is death and betrayal. So, accept, accept . . .”

		He turned his head sharply, glaring at the sword.

		Alicia heard the pain and fear in his emotions.

		Stay out of my head! he screamed internally, his head aching. Ultio lay silent, and Raziel felt tears rising to his eyes. It was the sword. It had to have been the sword. The crackling of the fire finally made him turn back. He saw the warchild placing more wood, the ends of the branches kicking up little sparks, flickering embers in the semi-darkness, fading into nothingness. Like the lives he took. Extinguished. Gone from this world forever, by the unholy power of one boy and his sword.

		“Raziel!”

		He blinked the tears away and noticed he’d spilled half the steaming bowl on his torso. The burning was still a distant feeling as he went unconscious.

		Alicia tore his ragged shirt off and mopped away the mess on his chest. The boy was delirious, more than likely possessed.

		Something was very wrong.

		And she was the only one who could do anything about it.

		

	
		Chapter Seven

		 

		Tentative Moves

		 

		Raziel slept through the night as still as the dead. Alicia kept the fire going, hoping the light wouldn’t draw attention. At one point, something cried out in the night and echoed in her mind, reminding her of the banshees. But when nothing attacked, she relaxed and attempted to sleep in the warmth of the flames.

		When the sun rose, they were both drenched in dew and the embers had gone cold. Alicia built the fire up again, struggling to light the damp kindling. She glanced at Raziel now and then, but he never moved, and the sword still lay where he had dropped it.

		She sighed, pulling out the last scraps of food—a small piece of bacon and an apple. Not exactly enough to feed a battle-worn child and a tired girl. They’d need to find something to eat soon.

		Shaking his shoulder, she whispered, “Raziel.”

		He turned over, grimacing at the pains wracking his body.

		She glanced at the food, and then handed it to him. “Eat this, and then we can talk.”

		Half a minute later, the food wolfed down, Raziel sat staring at the fire. His eyes were haunted, and held an expression one would only expect in the eyes of an older man. Memories, regret, and a deep gravity.

		Alicia shook her head and spoke. “Raziel, we need to go to the capital.”

		No reaction.

		“I know that the invasion had something to do with your past. It did something to all of us.” She shuddered at the knock on the door of memory. Shouts, an axe, heavy footsteps. Gasping, she closed her eyes. Concentrate on Raziel. Screams of her name. Screams of her parents. And finally, her own screams.

		“Alicia.”

		She opened her eyes, the voices suddenly gone as she locked eyes with the boy. She felt terrible, though, as if he could see her memories, bare and uncovered.

		“Don’t look at me!” she spat at him, standing abruptly. He stared at her, confused and tired. “Look at me a moment longer, and I’ll do it again,” she whispered hoarsely, eyes flaring with anger and tears as she reached toward Raziel’s emotions.

		He averted his gaze slowly, and then moved closer to the fire.

		Alicia stormed away, the tears finally breaking free and flowing down her cheeks. She sat beside a tree and wept, each sob seeming to bring the memories closer, each gasp of breath pushing them back out of reach. What had happened to her? What had made her what she was?

		Death.

		Death surrounded her past, surrounded her present, and most likely her future. Nothing but death and flashes of haunted dreams, of a past she had forgotten.

		The fire warmed his skin, but not the ice inside. Huddling closer, Raziel tried to wrap the clothes around him. Something kept his thoughts on Alicia, telling him he should follow her, help her. But he couldn’t do that, couldn’t let death come near her, near anyone. A curse incarnate . . . that was perhaps the closest he could come to describing the effect he had on people. He felt no emotion, negative or positive, toward that view of himself. Apathy, pure and cold, and utterly dead.

		As soon as Raziel’s eyes fell on the blade, memories of understanding and comfort filled him. Memories of life, living, moving, and feeling. And death, his mind whispered. He shook his head, stifling the thought. Focus on the good, that’s what he needed right now. Apathy wasn’t life, but the exact opposite. The sword was calling. It wants to kill.

		It wants me to live!

		If you think death is the same as life, very well. Take it up, spread pain and waste. Kill, Raziel, kill, kill, kill, let the world burn, rivers run red!

		He frowned, quelled his arguing mind, and took up the sword.

		And chose life.

		He found Alicia half-asleep at the foot of a tree, cheeks still wet with tears. Bending, he wrapped his coat around her and picked her up. She didn’t resist, merely closed her eyes in sheer exhaustion. Staggering under her weight, he managed to get her back to the fire before collapsing.

		She woke as night fell to see Raziel tending the fire.

		He remembered her words: “We have to try.” That really was all it boiled down to. He glared at the sword where it lay near the bags, calling to him, promising logic and peace. Logic and meaning to life. Revenge.

		The call was still very sweet, very tempting, and he looked away hurriedly. No, he must only use the sword on one person: the emperor. If the emperor fell, then the entire invasion would fall, and he would have ultimate peace. Until then, he would use the sword only for self-defence.

		“That’s all we’ve done, Raziel,” it whispered to him.

		Raziel shook his head, worried. Ultio was beginning to use longer sentences, almost as if it was learning.

		Alicia caught his eyes. They both remained quiet, considering one another in the flickering light. Raziel finally looked away, taking the pot from the fire. “Sorry, had to use this without permission,” he muttered, indicating the pot. Alicia didn’t react; he’d known she wouldn’t. They needed food, and he’d prepared some. There was no need for anger.

		“What is this?” she asked with a half-grimace on her face.

		“Rabbit.”

		“I wouldn’t have guessed that in a million years.”

		“Yeah,” he growled. “But I’ve never cooked before.” He took a spoonful, trying to keep the foul-tasting mix down.

		Alicia glanced at him, then reached for her bag. Placing a few pinches of herbs in the pot, she stirred and began talking.

		“You want to go to the capital, don’t you? Well, so do I. I think that’s why I began this journey . . . with you. At first, I only wanted to get away from . . . where you killed my mother. Yes, revenge on you was part of it. I wanted you to travel, to starve, to be under my command, to collapse . . . to die in agony.” And I still want that, she thought.

		Raziel didn’t take his eyes from her. He knew how she felt.

		“But recently something has risen in my memory.” She paused, glancing up from the pot at his cold blue eyes. He doesn’t need to know. Besides, you hardly understand it yourself. She shook her head. “I don’t know exactly why, but I need revenge on the empire. Something happened.” She closed her eyes, trying to drown out the sudden, harsh memory of screaming. She could hear it so vividly! She opened her eyes, looking around and heard only the silence of the forest.

		Raziel finally broke his silence. “Something is wrong with you, Alicia.”

		Instead of spitting back a harsh answer, she only nodded, then began stirring the meal again.

		“Something is wrong with me, too,” Raziel said quietly, looking down. “Our answer is in Archehan.” He didn’t mention that the sword had told him that. Telling her wouldn’t help the situation at all.

		They finished the meal in silence. Raziel contemplated the mystery of the future while Alicia tried to remember her vanished past.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The emperor looked up at the man standing before him. These men. No honour, no loyalty, nothing to respect. Except where money was involved. Swordslingers for hire.

		Mercenaries.

		“You say you’ve fought for us before?” he queried.

		The lightly bearded man bowed his head before answering, “Aye, Majesty, we fought in the South and won almost every battle. Our force has taken new members in the meantime, but all are trained and worth three regular men each, I assure you. And we’re a hell of a lot better than that last batch of mercenaries you sent.”

		Adran grunted. He glanced at Shakran, the scribe looking back unblinking, a vague smile on his lips. The emperor turned back to the mercenary.

		“Your name is Azrael. Are you sure you know what you are up against?”

		The mercenary stared back, his dark blue eyes unmoving. His face was unexpectedly smooth, the skin clear of the typical scars of war. The only giveaway was his crooked nose, which had evidently been broken at least once, and his hair was whitening on one side, the result of hell knew what experience—and his eyes, hard and cold. His body, lean but muscular, bulged under heavily scarred, but clearly very well kept, armour. His cloak was thick, expensive, his boots of high quality. Everything about him shouted that travel, battle, and death were his life, and all he lived for.

		“I’ve heard the reports. They speak of a boy with a sword. Skilled, but still runs when the odds are bad. These odds will be bad. Very bad. And he shall know death.”

		The emperor kept his gaze locked with the intense stare. “Good. You’re hired.”

		The scribe handed Azrael the contract, and he signed in a refined hand, to the surprise of the both the emperor and Shakran. With a final bow, Azrael turned and walked out of the chamber, his hard-soled boots echoing off the marble. The door closed and silence reigned.

		Azrael smiled as he left the palace and saw his officers approaching.

		“What was that all about?” Calcidon asked.

		“You know that child, the one slaughtering imperial troops and that sad group of rookie mercenaries?”

		The men nodded.

		“He’s our target.”

		They looked at him, their disbelief apparent.

		He lifted his hands. “Look, I know it sounds dangerous, but it’s one kid. Are forty of us really going to have a problem with that?”

		“They say a warchild travels with him.”

		“You men are cowards if you believe that!”

		They didn’t reply, which wasn’t a good sign.

		“Let’s get a move on. We need to get this job done.” He smiled reassuringly and walked toward the inn without looking back.

		The men followed in silence.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The scenery changed as the weeks passed. Fields and streams dried up and high cliffs rose before them. The mountains were low, not the high peaks of the north, but still considerably cooler than the two children were used to. The sea lay to the left of them, and the more-populated cities lay to the east. The capital itself lay beyond the mountains.

		Food was scarce, but they had filled their bags with corn and other goods stolen from hamlets they had passed. Raziel had no scruples when it came to a moral battle between theft and survival. Alicia, on the other hand, had taken some convincing.

		“These people,” she said, “have worked for this! We can’t take it from them.”

		“So, what would you have us do? Starve? Work for them? Or shall I beg, a notorious criminal child wielding a sword? Or shall you use your powers to convince them? Of course. they’d be willing to share then. They’d have no choice.”

		The argument went in circles for hours, but eventually she’d agreed. And so they sat, watching the sea and eating a full meal before the next stage of the journey. They had to decide whether to take a risk and go east through the cities and farmlands, or follow a path that led northwards toward the sea and cliffs.

		They decided on the latter, and the next morning found themselves at the foot of a long and ancient stairway. The cliffs rose many hundred metres to the right, and to the left fell a sheer drop to the sea far below. Raziel leaned over the edge and spat—Alicia glared her disgust at him—watching as it disappeared toward the sea.

		When he smiled, Alicia realised with a shock that it was the first genuine smile he had given over the time they had been together.

		Suddenly he gripped his right bicep and lurched forward, a spasm riding through his body like a bolt of lightning. She leapt forward and pulled him back from the edge, a second dragging out as she gripped his shirt, wondering if it would tear and let him fall to his death. Then they both collapsed on the stone, and she drew him a little closer toward safety.

		“Raziel,” she cried. “What’s wrong?” She knelt over him, and he lay still, breathing in hitched gasps. She looked at him with annoyance, but also some concern, she admitted begrudgingly to herself.

		Raziel saw only red and black, flames burning, scarlet flung across his vision as he killed man after man after man. The sick, metallic taste of blood, for once his own and not another’s, flowed across his tongue. Pain rippled under his skin, his right arm near-paralysed. It was pure agony, feeling flayed and burnt, and burning still.

		“Don’t you dare smile, Raziel!” Ultio roared, the sound of many voices all united into one deep-throated living rage. “Don’t you dare consider yourself free! You are mine. You know only anger, revenge, and blood! You kill, kill, and kill again, and you know of no other way to live! Hate, Raziel, hate mankind, hate the world you’ve made, hate me . . . but most of all hate yourself! And never, never smile again. Monsters, demons, and beasts do not know how to smile.”

		Raziel couldn’t reply. His soul cowered in mortal terror. Ultio had lain dormant so long, and he had never really moved against the sword in any way. He had cried now and then, but actively enjoying life, trying to be happy? Definitely not. This anger was so unexpected, and the pain paralysing his right arm so intense. It terrified him.

		Alicia splashed water over his face, looking worriedly at the sword that now glowed a deep red. There was something there, a power she knew she could taste if she wanted. Something beyond emotions, something new, something even more intense.

		Her semi-hypnotic state shattered as Raziel coughed water and sat up. She blinked and glanced at the sword. The red was gone, as was the power she had sensed. A certain malevolence lingered over the blade, certainly—it always did—but everything else had disappeared.

		Or maybe it merely hid them again, she thought to herself. I can see them again if I try. That’s something I really, really don’t want to do.

		Doing that could be very dangerous.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The pain in his arm lingered, the slightest movement hurting with the fury of hell. Alicia asked what had happened, but he gave her a look that silenced her mid-question. He didn’t know what she had seen in his eyes, but he had an idea it had something to do with extreme terror and deep hatred. His anger had returned. Like the anger he used to feel, the anger that had once been his life. He had forgotten what that had really been like, and it had returned sevenfold.

		Watching her as she packed away their water, each movement graceful and feminine, he only felt his anger rise. It made no sense, followed no logic, but there it was. He had hated her once, and she had woven some spell around him to make it seem like companionship. But now his mind had cleared again. His automatic reaction was to feel gratitude toward the blade, but he repelled that emotion, instead hating the sword for destroying his dream, even if it was false. It had given him some respite from reality, from death.

		Alicia was looking over his shoulder, back the way they had come. He glared at her, then turned to see what held her attention.

		A figure was approaching, still quite a distance away. It was difficult to discern any distinguishing features. Raziel reflexively gripped Ultio tighter.

		Alicia noticed his grip on the sword. “Don’t kill him,” she muttered, put off by his sullen attitude. “He may be useful. We don’t know where these stairs go, or what—”

		“We’ll see.”

		She sighed and glared at him. “Don’t make me do it, Raziel.”

		He knew exactly what she meant, and his anger only deepened. He turned and looked up the stairway. It hugged the cliffs smoothly, with small platforms every hundred steps or so. Small gateways lay at each end of these platforms, with some sort of dragon carved into the pillars. They faced out to the sea, hanging over the edge of the platform.

		The man arrived at the foot of the stairs. Alicia stepped forward to greet the stranger, but Raziel remained at a distance. People were trouble, that was his opinion.

		Scratching at the rags around his throat, the man looked them over as they studied him. Tall, with greying hair and a sword at his belt, he was obviously not wealthy. His clothes were grimy, and his traveling bag looked to be more empty than full. He glanced at Ultio, but did not reply to Alicia’s greeting.

		The children stood their ground as the man pulled out a pipe and started filling it with something—probably haskir.

		“Where does this stair lead, sir?” Alicia asked.

		The man continued to press the haskir into the pipe’s bowl, but lifted his eyes to hers. His face held no expression, his eyes flat and empty. The smell of his drug hovered around him in a cloud. His hands moved stiffly, awkwardly, wrapped in old rags, like improvised gloves.

		Raziel was analysing the man’s posture and attire, and the sword at his belt. Something was off here. At Ultio’s whisper, the boy tightened his grip on the hilt.

		The newcomer lit the drug with a match, clumsily snapping it and dropping the burning half into the pipe. It smouldered and then began to burn the haskir. The man never blinked or moved. His eyes remained locked on Alicia.

		“I don’t trust this man,” Raziel murmured, glaring at him from under lowered brows.

		Alicia glanced at him. Raziel kept his eyes locked on the newcomer. Neither budged, and she didn’t think it would end well unless she acted. Turning unhurriedly, she began to climb the Wyvern’s Way. She gently reached out to Raziel’s emotions, recoiling instantly. The fury was back, and, if possible, worse than ever. Grimacing, she reached back and took some of it in, then a little more. Raziel didn’t seem to notice. He calmed considerably, then grunted and followed her, glancing back over his shoulder. The man below simply stared after them as he sat down to smoke his pipe.

		

	
		Chapter Eight

		 

		The Seeds of Paranoia

		 

		The messenger stood politely to one side as Shakran ended his conversation with a woman in a white dress. Their exchange grew heated, and the messenger looked away. Stained glass windows sent a rainbow of colours over the floor and walls of the hallway, making bare woodwork and the plain red carpet a wondrous painting. Each coloured pane made a unique tile of the pattern, and none of the colours in the hallway seemed to be what they were.

		Glass filled the buttresses, a trick the architects had managed to pull off, much to the emperor’s pleasure. Colours filtered through colours, ever changing as day let the sun slide them across each other in endless variety.

		When the woman stormed off, Shakran turned to the messenger.

		“Where was he last seen?” the scribe asked.

		“Heading north. Presumably here,” the messenger replied.

		There was a moment of silence.

		“How many of our people are on the trail?”

		“Three.”

		The scribe nodded. Three, including the man that he had personally managed. “You realise the boy is not alone.”

		“What, that girl? She’s a child!”

		Shakran drove his palm into the younger man’s shoulder, slamming him against the wall. The man yelped in pain and glanced down. The hallway’s floor was separate from the wall, connected only by narrow buttresses on the top of one of which they were now standing. Below that, there was a sheer drop of two hundred or so feet, maybe obstructed here and there with another walkway, but with no hope of survival if one should, say, slip. He lifted his gaze.

		“A child?” Shakran hissed into his face, apparently oblivious of the drop to either side of them. “Do you know nothing?!” He glared at the man, their eyes inches apart. The messenger was terrified. This old man was scrawny, little more than skin and bones, and everyone claimed he was in the grip of a severe haskir addiction. The rumours must have had it wrong, Haskir made people sleepy, brain-dead. This wasn’t haskir.

		“Have you heard of the warchildren, boy?” His eyes blazed, and the messenger saw a madness there. He nodded. “But they’re only a myth . . .” he began.

		Shakran let go of the man, stepping back to the wider platform. A myth. Of course, that’s what most believed. Only those higher in the revolution knew the truth. Even the religions of the empire only guessed at it. Warchildren were possibly the most powerful beings in the empire, yet also the most unstudied.

		He turned around, the different hues of light sliding across his face. The younger man carefully stepped back to the safety of the hallway’s floor, sweat beading on his forehead. Shakran began to walk down the hallway, thinking quickly. Would his creation be enough? The sword the child wielded was far more powerful than anything this world had seen in centuries. It reminded the scribe of the tales of the Demon Sword, the sword of death, a myth which he loved. Always was my favourite story as a child, he reminisced. My parents never saw the tragedy as being particularly enjoyable, but I managed to coerce them into reading it as often as possible.

		At his smile, the messenger felt hopeful that the scribe’s mood had changed, but the complete lack of humour on the man’s face filled him with unease.

		“Boy,” he said, turning suddenly to the messenger. “Thank you for your delivery. Here’s your payment.” He flicked a coin over and walked away, remembering the past, considering the future.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The children sat on the fourth landing, their backs against the coolness of the cliff as they faced the sea. The climb was arduous, especially in the heat of day. Raziel bent his head, mopping his brow with his shirt. The warchild used a handkerchief to do the same in a more civilised fashion. She had tried counting the stairs between each landing and lost count halfway, her focus shifting to the climb. It had been somewhere in the seventies, so possibly one hundred-and-fifty between each landing. Turning her gaze upward, her eyes followed the winding, twisting stairs as they rose, like a stream of smoke running along the cliffside. The cliffs also rose higher, and she thought she glimpsed something white at the highest points. Snow? She didn’t know, having never seen it before, but she presumed it was. Wiping sweat from her face again, she hoped it would be cooler up there.

		Raziel was massaging his calves, face stern.

		She sighed. “Do your legs hurt?”

		“Not half as bad as they will before we reach the top,” he grunted, spitting to the side.

		She frowned. Her legs hurt as well, but he didn’t hear angry complaints from her. No spitting, either.

		Standing, she looked down the stairwell in curiosity. The man wasn’t there, not even at the most-distant point before the stairs curved around the cliff face.

		That’s a good thing, I suppose. Though some company other than a grumpy skret would be most welcome. She slung a bag over her shoulder, pushing the other toward him with her foot.

		“What, already? We only just stopped.”

		“Yes, already. Now move!” she snapped.

		They locked glares, and Raziel took a moment to remember that she could force him to do as she liked. Grunting, he rose and hefted the bag onto his shoulders. Better that she doesn’t grow accustomed to using those powers on me.

		They climbed the stairs, step by step, fresh sweat coating their bodies in an instant. The grey rock, the distant sea, the long, winding path to the next landing . . . there was nothing reassuring, cooling, or comforting in the whole place, Raziel thought with a grimace.

		Alicia looked at the same scenery, but recognised the awesome height they walked at, the way the sunlight glistened on the ocean so far below. It was magical, somehow, and she could almost hear the music the earth would make in this place. Deep, powerful, yet strangely silent at the same time. The spell broke as her sweaty hand slipped on the bag.

		Okay, and skrettin’ hot as well.

		But night wasn’t far off. If the next landing was well sheltered, they could rest there.

		The landings had roofs of a sort, a slab of rock that connect the pillars, the cliff, and the twin dragons that looked out over the sea. Most of these roofs had cracked and eroded, some almost completely. She didn’t fancy spending a rainy night under one of those, but even less did she fancy a night in one of the caves carved into the cliffside, the empty mouths yawning wide, yet allowing no light to enter. They’d passed two caves so far, both at landings. There were no windows or other entrances, at least none at the level of the stairs. The cliff rose higher and higher above them. Perhaps the entire mountain was one gigantic fortress with openings in the crevices and folds of the rock. Alicia shivered at the thought. Even in the heat of the day as they had passed one of the dark holes, the wind issuing from it had been icy. It was unnatural, smelling of evil deeds and forgotten horror which still whispered in a half-slumber. The children had never heard the legends of Starra Dra, known as the Wyvern’s Way in their tongue, or its mournful history, but even so, they did not linger near those doors, continuing the climb.

		Heat pouring from his body, Raziel took each step with a silent curse. The bag he carried was still full of her blasted cooking equipment. Pitching it over the side seemed the most reasonable thing to do in these circumstances. One heave and he would be able to walk normally without this ridiculous, useless weight bearing down on his back.

		Alicia turned and caught his eye. “Don’t you dare,” she said.

		“Why not?” he snapped. “We have food, and I’m more than happy to eat it raw if it means I don’t have to break my back lugging this trash around!”

		She seized his anger and drew it in, a headache immediately pulsing in beat with her heart. She saw Raziel try to say something, but his eyes were dazed and confused.

		Yeah, that’s right, skret. You remember what’s happening here, who’s in charge.

		Raziel shrugged and shifted the bag to a more comfortable spot on his shoulders.

		She turned and they continued to climb. As slowly as she could, she released his emotions. The headache gradually lessened, and by the time they reached the next landing, she had released all his emotions and the headache had disappeared.

		Raziel cursed and dropped the bag with a crash. “The bag is damned heavy.”

		“And I thank you for carrying it. You’ll have time to thank yourself for it, too, when dinner’s done.”

		He groaned under his breath and lay on his back, breathing heavily.

		Alicia looked up, saw the roof was in good repair, and began to build a fire with the wood they had. Looking at how little remained afterward, she worried about the length of the stairway and how they would manage once they ran out of wood.

		The evening’s rations were gone before the sun began to set, and Alicia packed the rest away. She shook her head as the boy eyed it.

		“Fine, whatever you say, monster,” he muttered, looking away.

		Before Ultio’s warning bite had registered on his spine, and before he even saw her move, he was hanging facedown halfway over the ledge. Alicia’s grip on his neck was tight, crushing, and her other hand held a knife to his throat.

		“What did you call me? What did you call me?!” she screamed at him, her voice echoing off the cliffs into the void below.

		He squirmed, but she only gripped tighter. Ultio bit into his back, urging him to kill. He winced, unable to move his arms, let alone toss her off and fight.

		Alicia breathed heavily, her grip tightening even more. “Have something to say, skret? Something to say, murderer of my mother, demon in human form, killer of my father?!” She blinked, faltered.

		Raziel spun, throwing her across the landing. He slid back from the edge, gripping Ultio, and then his hand dropped. Alicia lay on the ground her eyes glazed and staring at nothing. It didn’t even look like she was breathing, completely still.

		“This is your chance, Raziel! Kill! Be rid of this monster, once and for all! Use me, throw her into the sea, strangle her, and take revenge!”

		But he couldn’t. All his anger had vanished, and this time, he knew it wasn’t the warchild. He realised he had regained some of his boyhood, some of what he had been before Ultio had influenced him. Seeing Alicia like this—defenceless, weak, seemingly dead—triggered something in his broken mind. Whatever it was reminded him of his family . . . his mother, her eyes. And something deeper than that, something painful, torturous, and evil. Something like guilt.

		He shook his head and drew Ultio as the sword bit into him, urging the weak thoughts away. Raziel looked down along the length of blade, the sharp edge, the shining metal that never let a drop of blood stain it.

		Then he dropped it, the steel ringing on the smooth stone. Crouching over Alicia, he peered into her eyes.

		“What’s wrong?” he asked, gripping her shoulders. “Alicia, what’s wrong?”

		Her face remained expressionless, her eyes glazing a little more each second.

		“Damn it, what’s wrong with you?” he yelled, scanning her face for any sign or reaction.

		Nothing.

		He turned her onto her back, then checked her pulse. It was there, beating as quickly as that of a hare caught in a snare. He spilled some water between her lips, and still she didn’t respond. The night closed in around them as the sun set into the sea.

		Raziel lifted Alicia and sat behind her, keeping her warm by wrapping his coat around them. He felt a surge of happiness that this was her family’s coat, one of the items they had taken from the farm. Directly on top of that thought came a vision of Alicia’s mother lying dead on the floor. Raziel closed his eyes, ignoring the cry of rage from Ultio. Raziel wept. Something in him wanted to beg forgiveness, but a harder and wounded pride held him back, keeping him in a stasis of agony.

		He bent his head into Alicia’s shoulder and cried the first tears of repentance he had ever known. Ultio’s laughter grew more powerful every minute.

		It seemed hours had passed when Alicia finally stirred. Raziel lifted his head, flinching a little at the dampness on his face, then realising that, for once, it wasn’t blood. The warchild turned her head, then settled back against him. Raziel sat, uncomfortable in her proximity now that she was awake, but consoled that she didn’t move away. Alicia’s deep sigh was broken by her sobs. Hugging the coat closer to her, she took his hands and pulled them around her.

		They needed each other that in that moment. Two children cast in dire straits—opposite, yet so similar. Deep tragedy, near-complete amnesia, feelings of worthlessness, loneliness, and hatred eating both to the core, with no one on their side. In that moment, they discovered that they weren’t alone.

		That there was still hope.

		Still a chance for forgiveness.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Light shone under the door of the emperor’s study, even at this late hour. Shakran shrugged and approached the guards. They stepped aside, allowing him to enter. The room was dim, only a few candles flickering on the huge desk at the other end of the room. The emperor hunched over his desk, weariness visible in his silhouette.

		“Your Lordship sent for me?” Shakran asked quietly as the doors closed behind him.

		The silhouette extended a hand, beckoning the scribe to his side. Shakran approached and took his usual seat.

		He watched the emperor’s eyes scan over document after document, pushing one aside, scribbling his signature and using his seal ring to lock another. He looked completely depleted, except in his eyes. There, the intelligence and power, which had made the empire what it now was, blazed as always.

		Finally, he turned to his scribe.

		“How goes the search for the child?” he asked, hand tapping on the desk.

		“Slowly, but we have located him. He travels east, away from here, hopefully to leave the country and the empire.”

		“Ah,” the emperor said quietly, fingers still tapping. “Nevertheless, we must make sure he’s dealt with.” He locked eyes with Shakran’s, his gaze piercing. “Fascinating. The other reports I’ve received doesn’t support your information.”

		The scribe simply stared back at the emperor, his mind working furiously as it searched for a way out of the mess.

		The emperor smiled. “Do you know what they tell me?”

		“They tell you he moves north,” Shakran replied without hesitation.

		“Exactly. Yet you tell me differently.”

		“My emperor, I don’t know how to say this, yet I will try.” He cleared his throat. “Many of the councillors want you removed.”

		The emperor waved this away, his hand gesture saying he was privy to that information.

		“There are more of these men than you know, Lordship. Many of them in your closest circles.”

		The emperor remained silent, his eyes not leaving the scribe’s.

		“Almost all of them,” Shakran said after a short pause. “And their plan? To drive you insane with worry, with doubt, with stress, with this child. Insanity, particularly paranoia, in an emperor is a terrible thing. Dethroning, even killing such a liability is often considered a moral good for society, especially by the people.”

		Silence. Belief and disbelief fought a vicious battle in the emperor’s eyes. Shakran didn’t budge. There was no more to say. Either the emperor believed him or he’d order Shakran’s imprisonment.

		After a minute, the emperor sighed and turned back to his papers. “I see.”

		The scribe relaxed in his seat, but on the inside, he waited impatiently for an answer. He cursed himself. This impatience was exactly what the emperor wanted to see, so as to judge whether the truth was as his scribe had described it.

		Just as Shakran felt he couldn’t remain still a moment longer, the emperor waved his hand and dismissed him. He bowed and left the chambers. He would have to be careful with the political powers at play here, he thought to himself.

		Very careful indeed.

		

	
		Chapter Nine

		 

		Tears in the Night

		 

		Night was cold out on the edge of the world with the chill wind blowing off the sea. Raziel and Alicia stayed warm in their closeness, both trying to sleep but neither able to close their eyes. Too much had happened; their emotions had twisted too much in the last few days, most especially that evening. Now, with silence and the cool air calming them, they relaxed for the first time since they had met.

		Alicia sighed as the moon rose above the clouds. The darkness had been discomfiting, like a shroud over her eyes and soul. She wasn’t thinking at all, her mind static, unmoving. A deep depression crushed her under its weight. Wearily, she sought her own tune, the one thing she could always rely on to gain some sense of control. But it was muted, and what she could hear was unpleasant, a mixture of confusion and darkness. With a slight shake of her head, she shifted into a more comfortable position against Raziel. Tears formed in her eyes, and she drowned in waves of melancholy mixed with deep gratitude that he was there, that he was embracing her when she needed it most. Something bit at parts of her emotions, telling her to shrug him off, to act defiant and insulted, to hate the boy. Murderer of her mother, killer of . . .

		Sobs ripped through her body, wrenching everything open. Pure grief, pure sorrow, pure confusion—it all filled her. Distantly, someone hugged her tighter, but she couldn’t feel, couldn’t see. Tears dripped off her nose, small streams of them searing her cheeks. Teeth clenched, she held back the sound of her pain, but even that was too difficult. The sound was stupid—loud, childish, and weak—but letting it out helped. She buried her face in the coat and moaned.

		Raziel hugged her tighter, confused at the sudden change in her demeanour. He wanted to say something, but he didn’t know  what to do. So, he hugged her. He bowed his head in defeat. All he knew was hatred and anger. Love, care, and kindness—he had lost that somewhere in Duchehan, maybe left in an alley filled with rotting cabbage leaves and human filth where he had once spent the night. Perhaps those qualities had been buried along with Ultio in some soldier’s gut, left in the rain and blood and cold to wither and die. Lost in the days of killing. His own anger and hatred had killed them. He leaned his head against Alicia’s shoulder and held back the tears. There would be time to weep later. One of them had to stay strong.

		They sat that way for many minutes, a single silhouette against the grey, moonlit cliff. Everything was painted in blues, blacks, and whites, and while none of the awe-inspiring atmosphere of the place had left, deep melancholy had replaced the warmth. The stone wyvern remained impassive to the two children, oblivious to the anguish and despair ringing out over the stone and into the open air above the sea.

		Alicia’s tears seemed to run dry after a few minutes, and though she felt drained, she also felt a little better. Her mind whirled as she tried to figure out what had happened. The confusion burst in, and tears flooded her eyes again. Her mother, her father, the pain. What had she said to Raziel? Why had she said it? She cried harder and harder still. She didn’t know, only knew it was true, but so wrong. Her memories seemed to have both been betrayed and confirmed in that one moment that she’d held him over the edge by the neck. Killer but not killer. Murderer but not. A nightmare, but only a capricious memory. Her tears drenched the coat, her head pounding as fire burned through her temples. Suddenly, exhaustion wiped it all from her mind, and she collapsed limply against Raziel.

		He cradled her in his left arm, bracing her between his knees as he tried to brush some of the hair from her face. She didn’t respond at all as he tidied her hair. They both remained silent and motionless as the moon slid between the clouds, the light shining through them. The white and grey shapes seemed to be the crest of waves, the moon the sail of a majestic vessel riding the sea of the sky forever. The stars above were like the lights of a distant shore, never reached, yet always there, beautiful in the distance.

		“Raziel,” the soft whisper was snatched away by the wind before it had even formed itself. But he’d heard it. He gave her a hug that was as soft as her whisper had been.

		“Alicia, I . . . I want to—”

		“Don’t talk.”

		He bit back the words he wanted to say as he felt her sigh against him. He wasn’t sure whether the sigh was from her exhaustion or whether she needed time to think before she spoke again.

		After a moment, Alicia spoke. “We’ve been silent too long, I think. I don’t mean just now, but . . . in the past.”

		He nodded hesitantly. They had seemed to talk quite a lot, and rather heatedly if he remembered correctly.

		“And no, I don’t mean arguing or even trying to speak normally. I mean . . . about us. What we are.”

		He didn’t reply, and after a moment, she turned her head. They looked at each other, and he asked, “What are we?”

		“I don’t know,” she responded, then turned back to face the sea. “Raziel, I don’t know.”

		“I’ve tried to figure myself out.” He sighed. “That sounds so stupid, but I think you know what I mean. My past . . .” He shook his head and went still.

		Alicia didn’t comment but drew the coat tighter around them. They listened to the wind on the stairway for a few moments.

		“Maybe we need a little more silence,” she finally said. “But I need to know one thing.”

		“What’s that?”

		“Did you kill my father?”

		Raziel was stunned. Memories of her mother’s corpse flashed in his mind, and he frowned.

		“No. No, I didn’t,” he stammered. “I never saw your farm before that day.”

		He waited for a reply, but it didn’t come. Instead, he felt her sobbing hard against him.

		This time he really didn’t know what to do.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Adran paced his quarters, the sky lightening with the first signs of dawn. The candles were burning low and some had already extinguished themselves. He looked at his bed, the comforting pillow, and the untouched sheets. He was tired beyond measure, yet sleep seemed as distant as the mountains on the horizon.

		The council had too much power; he had been a little too lenient with their political games of late. Sending him false information on such a dangerous element as this boy and his mysterious companion was unforgivable. Emperors demanded respect; otherwise, they were no longer real emperors. His ancestors had been powerful, strong beyond compare. Had they dealt with similar trivial betrayals?

		Unsure, he shook his head.

		The last candle went out with a puff of smoke, shrouding the room in semi-darkness. The emperor continued to pace as the sun rose.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The stairs wound ever upward, hundreds and thousands of stairs. The children rested at every landing, their legs burning from the exertion. The wind was cooling considerably, their sweat chilling their bodies. Alicia hoped they wouldn’t catch colds.

		They hadn’t spoken about the previous night. She felt there was some residual animosity there, as well as a little vulnerability on both their parts. Only time could really heal that damage, though she thought they should talk about it in time. Glancing back at Raziel, she saw him frowning and focusing on each step.

		“Let me carry that for a while,” she said quietly.

		He looked up, muttered a breathless thanks, and handed her the bag. She smiled and slung it onto her back, grunting a little under the weight. They trekked upward in silence.

		Raziel breathed deeply, relishing the relief. It felt as if he had been crawling up the cliffs on his hands and knees, his back crushed under the weight of the world. Now he could appreciate the scenery. The sea glistened below, covered here and there by low clouds. They had made good progress.

		Looking back, he remembered the stranger they had met who planned on taking this path. He was nowhere in sight. Raziel saw only stairs plunging down the cliffs, a white waterfall of stone. Perhaps he was slower than they were. That was fine with him.

		“Alicia,” he said. “What do you think happened to that man?”

		“What man?” she asked.

		“At the bottom of the stairs. I’d thought he would have caught up to us by now.”

		“I don’t know. Guess he was older than he looked,” she answered with a laugh.

		He didn’t reply. Before he could ponder on it too long, they had reached the landing. Alicia collapsed against the cliff, slinging off the bag as she did and sighing heavily. Raziel walked over to one of the wyverns, placing a hand on its cold wing and looking over the edge. It was a giddy height, and the sea seemed like a distant vision.

		“Raziel, we need to talk,” Ultio whispered, as if Alicia could hear the voice resonating in his head.

		“No,” he replied. “No, we don’t.”

		“What did you say?” Alicia asked, looking up.

		“Ignore her, and answer me. Do you wish to be free?”

		“More than anything,” he replied. “And do you know what I wish to be free from?”

		“Very funny, Raziel, as funny as sparing a man’s life when you have him at your mercy,” Ultio spat back.

		“Sarcasm, now, eh? What will you learn next, you clever—” A flare of pain shredding through his back cut off his words.

		“Listen! Listen to me, boy! Or it gets worse,” the sword roared in his head.

		Raziel collapsed to one knee, his hand sliding across the weatherworn back of the wyvern.

		“Raziel!” Alicia cried, rising to her feet and approaching him.

		“Tell her to back off,” the sword hissed.

		“Stay back!” Raziel ordered hoarsely, his voice cracked and angry.

		Alicia hesitated, then stepped back, hands against the cliff. She felt his emotions raging, the sword on his back glowing a dark orange.

		“Talk, then,” Raziel grunted.

		“This girl is your doom,” the blade replied, lessening the pain a notch. “If this journey continues, many humans will die. Many good humans.”

		“Isn’t that what you want? Aaaargh!” Raziel screamed as another flash of pain hit him.

		“She will drive you mad. Her will for revenge remains strong, Raziel. Your emotions will be torn asunder, drawn together, then ravished all over again. You will cry, and this time it won’t be from weakness, but from the deepest suffering. The coldest knives of ice will pierce your soul. Death will truly seem a blessing then, but it will be beyond you. Night after night, you will lie awake. You think your old memories torment you? They are a joke!”

		Here, Ultio shared a flash of Raziel’s family lying dead in the street, a cold laugh ringing through his mind. “That? You will wish that was all you remembered! Fresh memories, full of death, full of torment, full of hatred are what you will have, and the cruellest part? They will all be your fault, each and every one of them. Continue this journey, and you will become a demon the likes of which the world has never seen.

		“You will be hated and hunted. You will become a nightmare tale told to scare small children when they refuse to sleep at night, a monster to haunt the by-roads, a living legend of terror for travellers, a scourge on your country, on your people! They shall hate you, Raziel!”

		The cursed blade fell silent as it dropped its physical torture. Raziel breathed heavily and sweat poured down his face.

		“Are you done?” he grunted.

		Ultio remained silent. Without a moment’s hesitation, Raziel pulled the sword from his back and held the blade above the abyss. The blade screamed and bit into his hand ferociously.

		“Yes, bite me!” Raziel roared back at it. “Make me drop you, foolish steel! Now tell me! What of the other prophesies? What about my homeland that I would save? What about the emperor I would kill? What about the family I would avenge? What about the nation I would set free? What of them, Ultio? What of them?!”

		The sword remained silent, but lessened its bite.

		Raziel was blinking back tears, his face twisted in a grimace, eyes screwed near-shut. The sword never lied. Now it seemed to be doing just that.

		He held it over the abyss, an argument fighting a fierce battle in his mind. Monster, demon, saviour, saint. How could these things possibly coexist in one person? Or was the sword a liar? Did he only have the conception of its infallibility due to their past endeavours? He held it over the cliff’s edge, thousands and thousands of feet above the sea. Why had it warned him? It hated humanity; it seemed that was the reason for its very existence. But everything it had just told him seemed to be good—save lives, end the journey. Conversely, continue to walk and become the nation’s saviour.

		Were these mind games, twists of imagination from a piece of metal? Did Raziel have a fate he couldn’t change? Did he have to kill to save? Did the people of Renas need to hate their saviour? Or was he in control, a boy who would shape his own destiny, his land’s destiny?

		And still he held the blade over the edge.

		“And what would happen if I dropped you now?”

		The blade remained stubbornly silent. Would everything end? The madness, the laughter in his mind, the violence? Would he avert becoming a demon himself? Would he never save his nation? Or was all this subjective on whether he could control his own will on the journey ahead, using Ultio or not?

		“Whatever your choice,” the sword interrupted him. “Make it now. I didn’t teach you to hesitate, to be indecisive like every other human. Act!”

		Raziel pulled back, dropping the steel to the stone. He turned to Alicia, who was observing him. Before she could ask, he said, “Don’t worry about it. Arguing with a hunk of metal.”

		“That’s not just a hunk of metal. Don’t think to fool me,” she said. “You—we—need to get rid of it, Raziel. I’ve sensed the slightest bit of its power, and I am deathly afraid of going any deeper. It is insanity, pure and complete. But even that doesn’t begin to describe it.”

		“What I need is to have you off my back, even for a minute,” he growled, sinking down against the wall and massaging his arm and back, his breath ragged. His mind was tired, even more so than his body. Everything was turning upside down. His journey was still full of purpose, and while a dash of reason tempered his revenge, it was still raging deep within him. His captor had turned companion, though their views still clashed in almost every regard. His path, once so clear, seemed to have become twisted and convoluted. Nothing was easy anymore. Contradicting prophecies, contradicting promises, contradicting emotions, all waging a battle with insane laughter as its discordant voice.

		Alicia sat down and glared at the sword. She wondered about her father, a man she could hardly remember due to a cursed wave of amnesia having wiped away his face. What was his connection to Raziel? When she’d held the boy out over the cliff’s edge, she had seen him ram a sword through his gut, and then . . . black. Impossible. Was it her weary mind making random connections between memories of pain? Her mother had died by Raziel’s hand in almost the same way; it could be her memory playing tricks. But it had seemed so true when she’d thought it. She sighed and looked out at the sea. Hopefully everything would return soon, hopefully she would be whole once again. In the meantime, focusing on keeping Raziel from going mad and getting up this staircase was enough.

		

	
		Chapter Ten

		 

		The Man on the Stair

		 

		The mercenaries headed south, stopping only late at night. Azrael always pushed the men hard, which was why they were the best. The empire was a good client, paying hard cash during the mission, rather than giving empty promises and paying in poor excuses afterward. And now they had this rather unusual case. Seemingly easy, two children to take or kill.

		Deceptively simple, he thought, rubbing his chin.

		Night was always quiet in the camp of the Black. He smiled at the name of his mercenary band, a subtle joke at the expense of the empire’s elite army, the White Order of Knights. They didn’t emulate their style in the least, disregarding the tactical games of pawns, knights, rooks, lieutenants, captains and generals. He preferred men who were skilled in all areas, including archery, fist-fighting, sword and lance—men who didn’t need fancy titles to boost their own esteem, because they knew they were the best.

		He observed their tents, nodding at the well-ordered layout, both inside and out. Messy soldiers only made for messy combat and unnecessary deaths. He commended the better soldiers, and ordered one or two others to organise their bedding properly, then moved on to the sentries.

		Calcidon, his sergeant, joined him as he walked. With a nod, Azrael signalled that he was listening.

		“The men are questioning the mission, sir.”

		“Tell them to assemble before my tent this evening. I always listen to my men.”

		“Very well. Thank you, sir,” the man said with a bow, turning back to the camp.

		Azrael mused as he made the rounds. What could he tell them that they didn’t already know? They knew they were the best. They had been through the Crimson Battle, the Fall of Alaria, the Battle of Crows, and a dozen others all equally bloody. And they had never lost a man. He himself had faced the magician of the South, with his wolves, his men arriving too late to share the victory. They had faced even greater perils. He brushed absent-mindedly at his white hair. Could they not trust him yet? Were they afraid of children?

		Well, that he would see very soon.

		They stood in straight ranks before his tent, silent and respectful. Azrael saluted them with a fist to his sword hilt; his men returned the salute. Motioning them to sit, he strode back and forth before them, looking over their armour and attitudes.

		“How many battles have we won?” he asked in a jovial tone. He received a solid reply from forty voices.

		“And how many men have we killed?”

		Hundreds, possibly a thousand.

		“And what is our mission?”

		Silence.

		“Our mission is to hunt one boy. A child of fourteen, as the reports tell us. Half-starved and likely ready to drop at any second, no matter what we do. Our payment is high. Higher than any we have ever been offered, far higher than any we received. One boy and his female companion.” Here he stopped, waiting for the question.

		“They say she is a warchild, sir,” one man finally ventured.

		He nodded gravely. “And we know warchildren are real. Yes, men. We’ve experienced that before, and it was perilous. We were unprepared, and possibly the only reason we lost no one was because the warchild wasn’t fully aware of its great powers at the time. This time, we will be prepared. Full training commences tomorrow, and, as always, across all weapons. We have no time limit, and we know the pair is heading north, according to the reports. We shall train for two weeks and follow these reports very closely. I see no trouble ahead, if we act and stand as the Black, as the men we are!”

		Chins lifted, shoulders straightened a little more, and he knew his speech had hit the right spot.

		“Rest assured, men, after this battle, we shall rest for a long time. Some of you may even move on to retire, if you so will it. But let us all unite this one last time.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		The children toiled another two days, the staircase rising ever on. Rain fell during the afternoon, making the weatherworn stone slippery. They were soaked through and tired by the time they reached a platform with a solid roof, and even then, the wind occasionally blew a gust of raindrops over them.

		They sat with their backs to the sea, the small fire between them and the cliff face. Clothes damp and only a blanket between them, Raziel reached over and placed the blanket on Alicia’s shoulders. She smiled absently, exhausted from the climb. They ate in silence, with only the sound of the wind to be heard.

		Their food was running low, and there was still no end to the staircase. Bitter-cold air was dropping from the mountains above, and Alicia hoped that things would take a turn for the better soon. She shivered and glanced around. Something was here, other than Raziel and herself. She opened her mouth to speak when there was a crash from above.

		Ultio in hand, Raziel sprang up and stood with his back to the fire and cliff. He scanned the edges of the stone ceiling, waiting for whatever it was to show itself. He remembered the dark caves in the cliff. Had something decided sensed their presence on the stairs? The rain blew across his face, drenching his hair. He spun Ultio, flicking the water from the blade. Ultio directed him to move to the other side of the landing, and as he moved, a person dropped down from the roof.

		“You?” he heard Alicia ask. Raziel recognised the man, the ragged clothes, and the sword at his belt. Without hesitation, he attacked. Approaching in such a manner at night, the bastard deserved what was coming.

		The man’s sword flashed in the rain, reflecting the light of the moon as it blocked Ultio. Raziel stepped back, hopped to the side, and slashed again. Spinning away, the man stepped toward Alicia. Raziel leapt, feinting an attack to the right, striking from the left. His blade cut through the man’s shoulder. He winced, but didn’t seem to notice the wound. Alicia was trembling and stumbling back—another worry to his mind.

		The warchild had looked into their enemy’s eyes, and there had been silence there, a complete lack of emotion. No hidden anger, no covered pride, nothing. Only a haze of sound with a vague beat, which she guessed was his heart. Frightening and hardly human. What scared her most was that it stripped away any means of self-defence. She feared no man if she had the power to subdue his emotions. But when they had no emotions? What then?

		As he approached, she tried her hardest to seize the slight tune. But he had ignored Raziel’s cut through his arm . . . she faltered. The man blinked, but no expression betrayed his thoughts.

		He took a step toward her. Alicia tried harder still, and the man hesitated, then took another step, eyes flicking to Raziel, who was readying another strike.

		Raziel gauged the distance between the man and the edge of the landing, and its thousand-foot drop. One kick, one strike in the right place. He glanced at Alicia, acting immediately. Ultio joined him, flaring red-orange and laughing loudly, audibly. Insanely, as always. Both Alicia and the enemy turned to him. As the man raised his sword, Raziel blocked and kicked at his torso. The enemy stumbled back, his heels right on the lip of the abyss.

		“War . . . child,” the man grunted, his tongue struggling to pronounce the word, his face still expressionless, but with what seemed to be huge effort to try, to show something, to say more.

		Raziel slashed.

		The swords shrieked together in the rain, flashes of moonlight shattering in the sheets of water flung by the steel through the night air.

		Alicia stepped back to one of the pillars, her hand resting on the stone wyvern that paid no heed to the violence happening behind it. Again and again, metal struck metal, and the fighters’ breath hung in the chilly air. Shoes slipping on the wet stone, they backed off, then closed in again.

		Raziel grunted and ducked a swing from the opposing blade, at the same time striking at the man’s legs. His sword passed cleanly through one ankle, and the man collapsed, but he made no sound. Raziel stood back, watching the man grip the spurting stump in both hands.

		“Scream!” he yelled at his fallen enemy. Ultio was silent, and Raziel felt deep unease. “You are dying, don’t smile at me!”

		But the man smiled on.

		The man’s chest had been exposed during the battle, and Raziel noticed the scars that ran across the flesh. Stitches held the skin together, though the wounds were old.

		The man followed Raziel’s gaze, then opened his mouth wide, pain finally apparent in his face, his head cocked at an unnatural angle to the side.

		Ultio sent warnings up Raziel’s arm, and shouted, “Kill, kill now!” into his mind. Raziel kicked the man’s blade over the edge and lifted Ultio vertically above his enemy’s chest. The man’s face twisted. Suddenly, he choked, moaning, and the moan turned into a piercing shriek.

		Raziel heard Alicia scream his name, but he stood transfixed, watching the body twist, the mouth widening as the shriek grew ever louder. The thing’s arms tore at its clothing, ripping the rags off. The shrieks grew so loud that Raziel had to step back, slipping on the dark, blood-drenched stone. He felt Alicia catch him, saving his head from hitting the ground, and then they both sat there as terror filled the night.

		Black smoke blasted out of the man’s chest, a loud cracking of bones mixing with the wild shrieking. The smoke, dark and thick, enveloped the body. Alicia’s grip on Raziel’s shoulders tightened. He rose, glancing at Ultio, scanning the cloud before him for any sign of what was to come. The moonlight had no effect on that dark mass of the deepest black.

		Like the very pits of hell.

		Two round shapes shot out of the darkness over the sea, trailing inky smoke. They fell for a second, then opened their wings in a burst of feathers that evaporated immediately. Four more followed them, dragging the empty skin and bones off the edge of the landing, where it fell to the sea far below. Raziel held Alicia back, Ultio in his right hand.

		“Raziel—”

		“Don’t worry.” He stood before her, the cliff at their back. “I’ll protect you.”

		“We’ve never faced this many.”

		Raziel focused on the banshees. They were no different from men, and in many ways, they were easier to kill. They brought no guilt.

		He underestimated them.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Shakran couldn’t sleep. Quite literally. He dipped the heated rod in the fuming red liquid again. He twisted it in his fingers so that the juice coated the ball at the end. The funny thing with vaniah was that it never hissed, no matter how hot. There was a lot of red steam, and sometimes it charred the bowl with its heat, but never any sound. One noticed that kind of trivial detail when using this drug. Shakran lifted the ball near to his nostrils and inhaled the fumes. His eyesight sharpened, a headache began a heavy, military drumbeat in his temples, and his muscles stiffened and filled with more blood.

		No, sleep became a stranger. A simple inhalation renewed life itself. No one had discovered his addiction yet. If they suspected, they assumed haskir. Ha, that mind-numbing smoke was nonsense! A curse from this cursed land they had conquered. Yet another thing they must destroy in the new world.

		He walked quickly along the corridors, white moonlight waging a battle with the flickering, yellow glow of the candles across the walls and floor. Tapestries of battles came alive with movement as he sped along. With his heightened senses, the clash of swords and battle cries echoed off the walls with every footstep. His heartbeat rose as he looked. This was like a vision of the days to come. Chaos, blood, and death. All leading to a beautiful dawn, a renaissance of not only culture, but the entire world as men knew it!

		He tripped on his cloak, but someone caught him before he hit the floor. Shakran stiffened; maybe they had read his thoughts? His unthinking reaction was to destroy the witness. Only when blood spattered across his face did he realise it was a guard patrolling the hallways, who had seen an old man trip and had caught him before he was hurt. The knife in the man’s throat . . . the immediate reaction of vaniah, paranoia, and guilt. As the man died, the scribe glanced around. No one. He dragged the body to the wall, left the knife as it was, and hurried to wash away the evidence.

		Damn it. I must learn to control myself. This drug could ruin all my plans. But I need it. I will learn to control it. I must learn.

		He never felt any remorse. Death was coming. If it came a little earlier for some, well, so be it.

		 

		* * *

		 

		His confidence was false, and Ultio remained silent. The boy needed this lesson. The first banshee tore through his arm, its dark talons sharper than any blade. Raziel fell back, seeing his blood hang in the air for a second before splattering across the stone. He blinked, screamed, and raised Ultio to parry another claw. The two banshees retreated, creating an opening for the others. They flew in, their shrieks ripping through the air, resounding off the cliffs.

		Alicia hid behind their bags, trying to offer as little opportunity to be taken as possible. She wiped rain from her eyes, watching the shadows attack. They hit the cliff above her with their momentum as Raziel deflected them. She could see he was hurt, but he fought on.

		“Ultio!” Raziel shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”

		Silence.

		He grimaced. “Very well. I shall fight this battle alone.”

		The banshees flanked him. He cut one down, spun, and slashed the other as it tore at his face. The creatures shrieked in unison and fell, dissipating as they went. Raziel spat blood and felt his cheek. With shock, he realised things were going badly. Very badly.

		The four remaining banshees spun in the air miles above the ocean, rain glistening on their wings. Their empty darkness was terrifying. The boy shuddered. That darkness reminded him of Ultio, of something worse than any nightmare, an abyss he had stared into, plunged into far too often. There was no goodness there, and it took away all willpower, much like the warchild, but a hundred times worse.

		Ultio laughed.

		“Shut up,” Raziel muttered, his eyes locked on the banshees.

		“Ha-ha! You really do think too much, Raziel. Very amusing.”

		“It’ll be amusing when you’re flying off that cliff into the sea, Ultio.”

		“You won’t do it. Stop your childish threats, little rat, and prove yourself. Prove that you don’t need me.”

		The banshees dived in from all sides, and everything seemed to slow in his eyes. Alicia screamed behind him, the rain splashed across his face, the wind tugged at his damp clothes and skin. Liquid heat poured down his arm and face, his sword arm and hand slick with his own lifeblood. Anger pounded in his mind, but he rejected that, even if it wasn’t from the blade. He would kill these things on his own, by his own will.

		Ultio clanged against the stone ground. He continued to laugh as Raziel stretched his shoulders and gritted his teeth.

		Alicia gasped in disbelief.

		“Raziel,” she screamed. “You fool!”

		The banshees were on him. He grasped one by its wings and tore it in half. The blackness burned his skin, and the beast’s acrid breath choked him as it shrieked in his face. The others were ripping at his clothes; one clawed his back. His scream drowned out even their shrieks.

		He slammed himself against the cliffside, crushing the creature with the force. But it continued to claw. Rolling against the stairs, he reached back and ripped it off, feeling the claws make one last tear. The other two attacked again. Using the banshee in his hands, he clubbed at them. Finally, the creatures retreated, and he bit the one in his hands. It shrieked, and Raziel smiled in satisfaction, because there was fear in that cry. Ripping it from his mouth, he hurled it over the cliff’s edge, spitting the burning black foulness from his mouth.

		He was bleeding profusely, and his vision wavered. Bright colours overwhelmed all his senses, blinding him. He retched, then threw up, vaguely hoping he wouldn’t roll off the cliff into oblivion.

		“Raziel, use the blade!” a voice broke through his sickness.

		And there it was. His hand seemed to find it without needing to see. Ultio pulsed pain up his arm, but somehow it was reassuring. His eyes cleared, and he saw the two remaining creatures coming in for the kill. The sword directed him, and they both fell, shorn in half.

		Then darkness.

		

	
		Chapter Eleven

		 

		Look Not into the Abyss

		 

		If this was death, he wasn’t enjoying it. Pain played a dark melody through his soul, and he could barely think. Black and red was all he saw and felt, flashes of white joining the sharper bites of the ever-present agony. Drumbeats pounded to the rhythm of colour, a battle song to instil deep fear and even deeper trauma. His mind reeled, seeming to sink for minutes at a time, before resurfacing in flames. He supposed it might have been interesting from an observer’s point of view. But when pain and darkness was your very being, all you really wanted was for it to end.

		Did he bring so many souls to this place of torment? A state of being which took the last moment of life and just prolonged it indefinitely? His mind vanished, reappeared in flashes of white. Was death merely the memory of our last breath? He tried to grimace, clench his teeth, but that only seemed to deepen the hurt. How long would this last? A moment? A few hours? He didn’t want to think it, but his mind asked, forever?

		What had happened before he’d died was a blur. Something painful, that much was certain. Something mind-crushingly, soul-searingly painful. Memories glided through the darkness like smoke in candlelight. Vague forms which he struggled to recognise, and at the very moment he seemed to understand and remember, those forms would vanish into new flashes of pain. Faces. Scenes.

		He saw flames, felt heat added to his senses. There was pain there, emotional, not physical. In many ways, that was worse, because it wasn’t something you could hate unless you hated yourself.

		Most of all, hate yourself, a ringing voice echoed in his mind. Who had said that? His mind vanished, returned again. He felt he couldn’t stay in this state for long without going insane. Once, a long time ago, Raziel had thought he was insane. But now he realised true insanity was actually a form of blissful ignorance. His soul yearned for it right at that moment.

		His mind extinguished.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Soaked to the skin, and Alicia had no way to dry him as the rain came on ever more strongly. Water poured down the stairs, miniature waterfalls and torrents of bone-freezing cold, hissing as it reached the last dying embers of their fire. It grew very dark, the moonlight drowned in black masses of cloud out over the sea.

		She bandaged Raziel’s wounds, feeling moisture other than rain in her eyes when she saw all the blood and the damage. Gulping down her fear, she worked quickly, her teeth clenched. Blood seemed to soak through the bandages immediately, and soon all the rags were gone. She eyed their blanket, but no, that was too precious up here. She sat back, wiping her hands on her damp dress. With a sigh, she took the knife and ripped into the last thing she had that reminded her of her mother—the dress she had made with her own loving hands.

		Alicia smiled a little as the second layer of bandages didn’t darken.

		 

		* * *

		 

		A rainless dawn broke over the sea. Alicia had sat wide-awake through the most miserable night in her life. What were they doing up here? What did they plan to do in the capital? Kill the emperor? A warchild with a torn, grimy dress and a mostly dead, half-possessed boy? From what she had heard, palaces had guards. Hundreds of guards.

		Okay, so forget the guards for a second, say they reached this emperor. What then, she lets Raziel kill him? Or does she do it herself? A flash of pure hatred suddenly shredded her soul. Yes, damn it, yes, I will. He is responsible for what I have become. I can’t remember how or why, but I know it, deep down. It’s his right to see his creation before he leaves this world. Oh, it’s his duty.

		“Alicia.”

		She rose quickly, wincing at the stiffness in her chilled joints, and bent over Raziel. The blanket was only a little damp. Raziel was quiet again, his breath broken into brief gasps. He was shivering, though she could feel heat rising from him. A fever.

		She glanced at the blade beside him.

		“If I cast you into the sea, would that pleasure appease my wish for revenge, on both you and him?”

		Ultio remained silent.

		Alicia smiled crookedly, an unbecoming expression on her face. “He was speaking to you, about promises, about prophecies. But can you prophesy your own future, demon, or whatever you are? Can you tell what the next few minutes hold for you? Tell me, is it a plunge into the depths from this great height? Maybe twisted out of all recognisable form as you shatter against the cliffside on the way to your doom? Or will we keep you, so I can be sure of your complete destruction? Maybe that’s what this journey is all about.”

		She went quiet.

		“Varrkinder.”

		“What did you say?”

		“Varrkinder,” Ultio stated. “It is your ancient title, from the first, a name created when the first child gained powers like yours. Funny how you gain a title, but lose something else.”

		“Shut up.”

		“It hurts you.” The blade laughed, glowing a light orange. “It burns through your soul, searing every emotion, a jagged knife constantly digging at you. Even as the scars heal in one area, it assaults another. It gnaws at you like a rat at an old bone, rancid breath darkening the light of every moment.”

		“Don’t tempt me, you vile piece of steel. Stained with the blood of so many innocents!”

		The blade roared in devilish laughter “Only their blood? Can’t you see the life of their souls smeared across my lovely body? It tastes and feels so good, varrkinder! Souls and emotions are toys for you. Perhaps you know the feeling, the taste of souls. After all, one such as you can hardly be called human. No matter how tightly you hold to that word, it slips away like smoke between your fingers. An illusion you wish was real, yet you can’t remember how it truly felt.”

		“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Alicia screamed, fists clenched, tears flying from her open eyes. “I’m not a monster like you! I will never be like you! Go back to the hell you came from!”

		She collapsed beside Raziel, diamond drops on her cheeks shining in the cold morning sunlight, and Ultio’s hollow laughter echoing out over the sea.

		 

		* * *

		 

		He was aware again. There was light in the red darkness around him. Shimmering white light. The pain was less, far less than he remembered. And the drumming had lessened, replaced with a tune he thought he recognised, but which was so foreign he couldn’t comprehend its notes. He did know one thing—it was beautiful beyond words, full of healing and light. Focusing on the sound, he fought an internal battle.

		Light against darkness.

		Life against death.

		It seemed timeless, a matter of seconds, an eternity, before he could open his eyes.

		It was daytime. Cold, bitterly cold. Warm too, though. Turning on his side, he winced, and his teeth came together with a crunch as he fell back, winded, the black and red swamping over his vision once again. What felt like minutes passed before he could breathe again, and he opened his eyes.

		Carefully, he turned his head and saw Alicia beside him, her blanket draped over them. Her face looked tired, her eyes moving rapidly under her eyelids, eyebrows furrowed. He closed his eyes, readied himself, and sat up. A second later, he wished he hadn’t.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Alicia woke to an inhuman howl right beside her ear and scrambled until her back hit the cold stone cliff wall. Finally, her mind registered her surroundings. Visions of black-feathered wings, dark claws, creatures of hell pounded at her skull. Then she saw Raziel hunched over and realised the sound had come from him.

		What she did next was instinctive and a lesson she would never forget.

		Locking eyes with the screaming beast before her, she took all his emotions in one quick gust. All she wanted was to stop that scream before they both lost their minds.

		She was on the verge of losing hers.

		It was chaos. The most impure, twisted, mindless chaos she had ever felt, and it sucked her in against her will. Usually, she held onto her own tune in these cases, but she’d forgotten what it sounded like. Now, it was all fear, horror, and a dread of pain that she couldn’t even feel. That last was the worst, each second prolonged in suffering, but without the physical pain that Raziel felt. Each moment was an infinity of sensing a knife at your throat, but never the resolution of feeling it cut you. Unfulfilled expectation, an endless fear of torture, which in itself became the torture.

		She was running toward a mental cliff and knew that over the edge was a void where no time passed, or rather, passed without any sign. There would be no way out of that void, no stairway back to the top, no ladder, no handholds in the cliff face. A drop into darkness that would never end; repetition of this moment forever, yet always fresh and equally horrifying. Eventually, it would be all she’d ever know.

		And she was running toward it uncontrollably.

		Raziel stopped screaming. The pain hurt in a distant, objective sort of way. Something within him told him to scream, but he could ignore it easily. A few metres away, he saw Alicia crouching, her clenched fists trembling, her eyes wide, unblinking as she stared at nothing. Something in her face, some un-cried scream for help, made him approach. His mind told him she was beautiful in that moment, but he couldn’t feel anything.

		He touched her cheek, jolted suddenly when Alicia locked eyes with him. His vision darkened. He was in a land of cold stone and burning skies. Black smoke and clouds of roaring flame billowed miles above the earth. It was eerily silent, with nothing but the wind stirring his clothes. This was a place of chaos, a nightmare world full of twisted paths and dangers. Something white moved in the distance. He thought of moving forward and was instantly hundreds of metres closer. Like a dream. What the hell is this place?

		The wind here blew, a gale of sound and emotion. Before he could even begin to comprehend it, he realised this place was familiar to him—all too familiar. The darkness, the flames, the bloody sky.

		His soul.

		Alicia was running across the grey stone, sprinting. The wind whipped her white dress around her, her dark hair a tangled mess. The wind didn’t touch Raziel; he felt no cold from the ground, either.

		Sharp mountains rose in the distance, the clouds of fire lighting them in a harsh glare. The ground had been shattered, broken by some incredible force. The jagged peaks seemed to reach insurmountable heights, some even reaching into the flaming sky, the rock blackened and charred. The sight was painful to behold, an abhorrent insult to reason.

		His focus shifted back down to the warchild. She was running fast, and the wind was pushing her, the rags of her dress flying out in front of her like flags of surrender. He called her name, though it was a thought and not an expression of his voice, since their bodies were more of a concept than a reality here. She didn’t respond. Could she not hear, or was he powerless?

		I can’t be powerless. This is my own mind. If anything, this is the one place where I am most powerful!

		Ultio’s laughter thundered through the sky, vibrating beneath his feet. In the distance, a new razor-sharp peak appeared, cracking through side of one of the mountains. A tremor rushed through the ground, dust puffing up from the cracks in ghostly gasps. Ultio’s inhuman mirth was disconcerting. In the real world, his mind translated it into something recognisable. But here it was pure and unadulterated, a menacing glee which didn’t stop for breath, but grew steadily louder, more powerful and insane with each passing moment.

		That was when Raziel realised the landscape of his mind was being shattered slowly, breaking into pieces with each mad laugh Ultio uttered. The flat plain Alicia and he ran across now was a wasteland, the stone cracked and dry, neither plant nor water to be seen for miles in any direction. But those peaks, the shards of earth rising into the flaming cloud . . . that was worse. Far worse. The flaming clouds roaring slowly through the sky added to his worries.

		He cried out to Alicia again. The wind around her, the tumultuous cacophony of his emotions, seemed to be growing more violent. Alicia was screaming breathlessly, silent gasps of despair. Raziel followed, willing himself to approach, yet never seeming to get any closer to her. The laughter echoed in his mind, making the earth rumble and the mountains crack. The warchild was being chased by his insanity, his emotions trying to rip apart the intruder in their realm. Ahead of her, he saw a wide chasm. He didn’t know what lay below, but he had stood at the edge of that black pit many times. And feared it beyond comprehension.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The emperor kneaded his forehead, eyes shut, his greying hair hanging over his hand. His throne seemed to envelop him, the high back looming over, with dark blue cloth entwined in the solid silver. The silk ran artistically between the antlers of deer—the emblem of the empire. It flowed like water across their backs, and the thin dark streams of silk joined in a solid piece of cloth. Here, embroidered in silver thread, was the regalia, a simple design which evoked fluidity, strength, power—a three-petaled flower.

		The council sat at the long table speaking together, clinking wineglasses. They had a good fare set before them. Piles of grapes in shining silver dishes, large, sliced roasts lightly seasoned in the Rhotian-style, complimented with thin strips of venison, steamed vegetables in a sweet sauce and a variety of smaller appetisers.

		His brow furrowed deeper as the noblemen’s chatter filled the air. The emperor ground his teeth. Smiles and banality, feasting off the fat of a foreign land. The scrolls had become meaningless, a lifetime of effort thrown to the pigs. Trust, honesty, and loyalty were now words most commonly found in the mouths of liars.

		Like cackling chickens. A mirthless grin spread over his features. On and on, without end. Lies upon lies, games played, yet even the players are pieces on another’s board. And myself, what am I but a carved piece of wood, immobile and ultimately useless, able to be knocked over with a laugh, and have another replace me?

		He saw the scrolls each carried in the special holders they designed. Each councillor had their own. Sutarth, councillor of diplomacy, had one made of embossed leather with wooden rings. Mirrah, councillor of peace, had hers of gold cloth braided with silk. Shartran, councillor of religion, had his created of fine chains and silver tubes. Each trying to outdo the other, hypocritical power games in the name of integrity, like peacocks flashing their feathers.

		He wondered about the efficacy of the honourable seats, whether the scrolls of honesty, justice and wisdom meant anything at all, or were simply a farce. Right now, he wanted to gather up all the councillors’ scrolls and burn them. The order could be given immediately. He had never given up his power to veto, to rule. He was a Rhotian emperor, the strength of the North. But he knew such an action had prospects as grim as hell for his reign. A sign of weakness.

		Their laughter and chatter drilled through his mind.

		His thoughts were interrupted by Shakran, who handed him the papers for the meeting ahead. The emperor scanned the old man’s face as he slowly took the papers.

		Shakran breathed deeply and looked back for an instant, then lowered his eyes lest they become challenging.

		The emperor thanked the man and dismissed him.

		“Councillors,” the emperor cut the babble short. “We must weigh the matters of the empire. There are the battles in the south, a shortage of food for the army in the front lines, and I hear Ela in the north has offered a motion to become independent of Rhotia. But we have another, more prominent issue at hand.”

		No one moved. The emperor scanned their faces one by one, his lips a grim, humourless line, his pale blue eyes piercing their façades. Folding his hands together, he did not look down, but let the silence draw out. Finally, the councillor of religion spoke up.

		“The warchild, Majesty.”

		“Indeed, the warchild,” he replied. “The warchild who has disappeared from recent reports. A cloud of ignorance has enveloped the subject.”

		The councillor of religion looked down and sat back in his chair. The emperor turned his gaze toward Arrtran, councillor of war, who promptly stood and paced behind those seated, his silhouette dark against the sunlight streaming through the windows.

		“The warchild and child have, as you have put it so clearly, disappeared, Majesty. But there is little cause for concern, as the last report placed them moving north. We have every road carefully watched; not only by the army, but also some militia we have gathered, following your request. We have taken every precaution to ensure your safety.”

		“Please explain, Councillor, why you consider I do this for my safety?”

		The man faltered, took a half step, then stopped by his chair and leaned on it.

		“I merely assumed—”

		“You assume wrongly and unwisely, Arrtran. This is a serious fault in a man whose duties encompass all military and tactical aspects of the empire. You show a lack of respect for the men who have died by these criminals’ hands. You do realise we have suffered more losses in the last few months than we did in the year immediately after the annexation of Renas? That we have lost hundreds of the men under your command to two children, whereas we lost less than a hundred against the rebels after the war?

		“And yet you assume I do this for my own protection. Do you have something to add, Arrtran? Councillors are rewarded for honesty and wisdom in my empire. Indeed, justice also, if I have acted selfishly. Arrtran, councillor of war, I ask you to speak clearly. Have I acted selfishly by ordering the capture of these two dangerous criminals?”

		Arrtran locked his gaze with the emperor, slowly taking his hands off the back of the chair, standing straight, eyes steady.

		The emperor raised his eyebrows; open curiosity scrawled across his forehead, yet burning inside from some fear he was too ashamed to give a name. But perhaps that look in Arrtran’s eyes was meant to feed his fear. If so, he would never give in.

		“Your Majesty,” Arrtran finally replied. “I meant no disrespect and naturally did not think you were acting selfishly. My deepest apologies and humble obeisance.”

		“Accepted. Now be seated, and let us discuss the capture of these two rebels.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		The precipice lay ahead, and Raziel’s heart was torn. The sharp splinters of rock under his feet stung as he ran, his lungs bursting. What was Alicia doing here, and was it his duty to save her? If she fell and tasted the darkness, did that matter? Was Ultio down there, or another greater evil? Or perhaps nothing. An eternity of nothing, cold and dark, where the mind roamed till it drove itself mad.

		He bit his tongue to focus. He must save her. He had no direct reasoning, but that could come later. Something in his soul told him that this was a step toward something that wasn’t completely evil, something that wasn’t digging deeper scars into his soul, something that actually felt right for once. Maybe this was the first part of repentance—a step toward forgiveness.

		With strong resolve, he sped forward. The distance between them lessened. Alicia was what mattered, and he would save her.

		He would.

		He entered the maelstrom of emotions that surrounded the warchild, and grasped at her fluttering dress. The rags slipped through his fingers, and he grunted as he battled the wind, squeezing his eyes shut. He could control this. This was his mind. Taking a deep breath, he focused. The winds lessened, and Alicia slowed a little, but the chasm lay ahead.

		Raziel leaped forward, taking hold of Alicia’s arm. Her skin was cold as ice, and when she turned, he felt his fingers loosening. Her wide eyes held no reason, only fear—pure, raw, and painful. With a final burst of energy, he grabbed her, and they fell to the ground in a wild rush, stopping at the lip of the precipice.

		The wind stopped, and all went dark. As unconsciousness enveloped them both, Raziel heard a deep roar echoing into the shadows, and he knew he had made the first step.

		

	
		Chapter Twelve

		 

		Snow

		 

		It was snowing when they woke. Raziel held Alicia in his arms, and she opened her eyes as he hugged her tighter. His peace shook as she let go of his emotions, sending them flooding back. His back stung, and he stifled a roar of agony as feeling returned to his arm. Terrible fear resounded through his mind, but he willed it down and quelled it. Alicia sighed deeply, burrowing closer against him.

		They lay there, finding comfort in each other as the soft snowfall turned the world around them white. It was noon, and the warmth of the sun battled with the chill of the frozen sky. Raziel covered their bodies with the old blanket and gazed into Alicia’s dark eyes. She returned the look, and their understanding was mutual.

		“This snow,” she began, her voice trembling after the ordeal. She had to pause a moment before continuing. “This snow is a sign. A cleansing. The first step forward. That was your last thought, Raziel.”

		“Yes,” he murmured. “Alicia, maybe this is my first step—our first step—to repentance. And forgiveness.”

		“I can’t tell for you. I saw your mind, Raziel. I saw it in all its ruin. I hated it. My hatred burned bright when you slaughtered my mother. I saw a skret whose only goal was evil and death. That hatred grew more powerful the longer I knew you.”

		Raziel felt his face slacken. After this entire ordeal, he thought, she still . . .

		“But now,” Alicia continued. “Now, I am beginning to see you. I saw your mind. Shattered, destroyed, darkness and death looming over it . . . Raziel.”

		They lay in silence for what seemed like an hour. Raziel closed his eyes, holding her tightly.

		“Alicia.”

		“Yes, Raziel?”

		“I think I forgive you.”

		She stared at his closed eyes in surprise. Forgive her! Her jaw clenched. The stubborn resolve which had carried her this far roared out in protest. This is too much! it protested. How dare he presume to forgive you, this boy, this creature! Its furious passion burned at her mind, convincing, oh so convincing. Punishment and death had been her decision, and she would never rest till Raziel had atoned.

		But something pulled her back. She had seen the shocking truth. Alicia had travelled into this boy’s mind, had seen the sheer wasteland. She had been chased by his rogue emotions, chased to the edge of some terrible precipice. She had seen his suffering, the wake of destruction Ultio had created. She didn’t comprehend half of what she had seen there, but she knew it had changed her perception.

		Alicia lowered her forehead until it rested against Raziel’s chest. As the tears began to flow, mixing with the melting snow, she whispered something that almost vanished in the wind. But Raziel heard it, and tears ran down his cheeks to join hers.

		“I forgive you, too.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		They travelled that afternoon. Alicia had to carry most of their belongings and most of Raziel, since his back barely let him breathe, let alone walk. He carried Ultio in his right hand, because Alicia wouldn’t touch it. She was still quite shaken. As they climbed toward the next landing, her thoughts flashed painfully with images of a shattered landscape.

		“What’s on your mind,” Raziel asked between grunts of effort.

		“The chasm, Raziel. What was it?”

		“What chasm?” he asked, gripping Ultio tighter.

		“Don’t be childish now. We didn’t go through all that to come out the same.”

		He looked away, his emotions warring in his soul. Maybe he had grown weak after they had returned, but the old strength, that revenge and desire to be free again, was still there. I am free. Perhaps freer than ever before.

		“Well,” came the passionate reply from his dark soul. “Aren’t you a poetical little skret? So, everything is joy and flowers now? You were stronger before. When we were alone!”

		“Shut up!” he grunted aloud.

		“Woah, okay,” Alicia muttered. “It’s your damned mind. I was merely asking since it almost cost me—”

		“Alicia, no, I was talking to myself.”

		She didn’t respond, and they continued their climb, one stair after the other.

		“The chasm is painful. I fear it, more than I can say.” His words were ragged, broken by gasps for breath and winces of pain. “I fell there, once.”

		He went silent, and the only sound was the crunch of their footsteps in the snow. Suddenly, metal clanged on stone.

		Alicia turned to see the sword hit a step, bounce near the edge of the cliff, and then land ten or so steps below them. She glanced at Raziel, and her widened. His face was contorted in deep agony, gasping for air as tears rolled over his lips.

		“I fell!” he cried. “I fell, and I can’t remember what was down there. Death ruled there, eternal death. Forgiveness for that? How can I ask forgiveness for a sin that is too dark to be seen? How can I ask when I know my soul is damned? How, Alicia? Tell me how!”

		“We have to try.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		They climbed for hours. The snow melted away, leaving the steps treacherously slippery, but no accidents befell them. Looking up wearily, Alicia saw something she didn’t expect. Or rather, she saw nothing, except clouds.

		“Raziel, look!” she said excitedly. “It’s the top. We made it, Raziel!”

		He heaved out a sigh, but the tired half-smile gave Alicia new hope.

		“Come on, let’s get up there, then we’ll rest.”

		They made the rest of the climb and collapsed against a large boulder that looked out over the sea. The air was chilled, but the sun warmed them as they ate the last of their food and rested.

		“Children’s feet aren’t made for walking,” Alicia said dolefully as she carefully touched the blisters forming on her heels.

		“I don’t think we carry that name any longer.”

		“Raziel. We are what we are. We’ve been through hell. But it’s time to quit moping about it. You think you have it tough, and I know you do. And—”

		“And what?” he asked, glancing up at her with a frown.

		“And you’re free to go. I can’t punish you after I saw what you suffer. I can’t exact revenge after seeing that darkness in the precipice. I don’t want to.”

		Raziel regarded her, then gazed out across the sea.

		“What are your plans?” he finally queried.

		“The emperor. I didn’t say all my will for revenge was gone, only the part directed at you. The war turned me into a warchild. The emperor started the war. I plan to tell him what happened, to see if he knew, if it was his command.”

		Deep in thought, Raziel nodded. “That is my plan as well. My family was slaughtered. I managed to kill the general who did it. But I want revenge for all those who suffered like me. I—come walk with me over there.”

		Alicia raised her eyebrows, but stood and followed him. She noticed he left Ultio behind, who, thank the gods, hadn’t uttered a word since that morning.

		“Alicia,” Raziel said quietly, facing her and holding her eyes. “Alicia, I need to become whole again. I need to find forgiveness from myself, and the way is to destroy the empire and kill the emperor. I need the sword to do that. But I need to destroy Ultio afterwards. I have no skretting idea how to do that, or even if it is possible.”

		Alicia looked at him before stepping forward and wrapping her arms around him. “You know how I once said you think too much?”

		She felt Raziel nod against her cheek.

		“Well, you still do,” she said, letting go and laughing. “But maybe the quality has improved.” She smiled, and Raziel laughed. “Let’s talk with the man before we choose a judgement.”

		Raziel fixed his eyes on hers for a few moments, then nodded. She smiled, and he smiled back as he followed her back to the boulder.

		Ultio didn’t mention his smile. He didn’t speak at all. Raziel shot a wary glance at the blade, but decided to leave well enough alone.

		“Let me check your bandages,” Alicia’s broke through his chain of thoughts.

		“Yeah, sure. They’re fine, though. I feel better.”

		“I don’t care how you feel, the bandages need to be checked,” she said as she unwrapped the white rags of her dress from his arm. The blood hadn’t seeped through, which was good. She took off the rag and dropped it in shock.

		“What?” Raziel said after seeing her face. He followed her gaze down to his arm. “What the hell? Alicia, what—”

		“I don’t know,” she muttered, running her fingers softly across the scar that had formed. The skin wasn’t even bloody. There was no bruising, no cuts, only a pale scar that should have taken months to form.

		She picked up the bandage and looked at it from every angle. No blood, no dirt, nothing. She shook her head in disbelief.

		“How far do your powers go, Alicia?”

		“What do you mean?” she said, looking up in confusion.

		“How much do you know about being a warchild? What can you do?”

		“I have no idea.” She frowned. “But that could explain your arm. It frightens me. Scares me even more than controlling emotions.”

		“There is little wrong with healing, Alicia,” Raziel said quietly. “All I can do is hurt. Right?”

		Alicia nodded hesitantly, looking down at her feet. Too many questions, none of them with clear answers, mysteries interwoven with myths. Perhaps someone in the capital could help. Or perhaps she would find her own limits as time progressed, and maybe regain certain memories. She wanted those memories, no matter how much they hurt.

		“I don’t want to kill the emperor,” Raziel whispered.

		Alicia looked up from her feet, eyes wide. Raziel took a step back, but Alicia had him tight in her arms before he could act. He slowly wrapped his arms around her, feeling the warmth and trying to explain all the turmoil in his heart. But how could his clumsy tongue tell her what she could see in his eyes, warchild as she was? Silence would have to suffice.

		“We shall meet him and speak with him. I am past violence as well, Raziel. Be at peace.”

		They travelled down the mountainside, following an icy stream along a shallow valley that meandered to the northeast. The first stage of their journey was complete, in more ways than one.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Weeks passed by, and the emperor ground his teeth as no news was forthcoming. Meanwhile, his ‘trusted’ councillors met at night, he knew, conspiring some plot to depose him. Shakran gave him what information he found, information being a scribe’s business. Yet there was never enough to condemn one or the other, and he urged his scribe to produce concrete evidence.

		They were sitting in the Royal Garden, on a balcony high above the city. Trees from Rhotia had been brought here in wagons, express delivery immediately after the war, and planted hundreds of metres above the capital. Dark blue flowers bloomed among the green leaves, small and delicate. Rhotian Butterflies, they were called. In the spring and summer, they blew across the land, as they fluttered across the balcony now.

		The emperor caught a loose petal, twirling it between his thumb and forefinger as he listened to Shakran.

		“Perhaps it is time,” the old man said, “that they are reminded of what an emperor is. Especially of the family Rhotia. Victory and success can make men smug. Women too, for that matter, though they are usually less obvious in displaying it. But I wander from the point—”

		“You speak with the voice of a serpent, its tongue forked in two,” the emperor remarked. “One side sounds sweet and clear, the voice of reason. Tempting, one could say, as in the tales about snakes our children hear. Yet the other side shows the folly of following the serpent’s advice.”

		Shakran remained humbly silent, shuffling his feet and looking at the paved floor.

		“Would you have me appear a tyrant? Or, worse yet, an old man who has become afraid and so turns to anger and violence to appear strong? You know they laugh and whisper in corners about the warchild and that boy. They consider me a paranoid fool for seeing death when it comes.”

		Shakran still didn’t speak. The ice was thin here, and one misspoken word could destroy many plans. His heart froze at the emperor’s next question.

		“What do you think, my scribe? You know about the children. What do you think of them?”

		Shakran gripped his hands behind his back, his fingers cracking as he clasped them together. This could turn out to be advantageous. It could also lead to a quick end.

		“My opinion is of little import, Your Majesty,” he began, then, seeing the emperor’s eyes, thought better of it. “But since you asked, I shall answer as clearly as I can. They are dangerous. How dangerous? I cannot say. But as the old saying goes, better wary and living than carefree and dead.”

		“Thank you for an honest answer, Scribe,” the emperor said, tapping a finger on his chin in thought.

		Shakran nodded and stepped back, smiling inwardly. The man’s paranoia was indeed great. Even better was the blind trust it created.

		

	
		Chapter Thirteen

		 

		When Monsters Awaken

		 

		The children travelled down the valley and dropped below the snowline quickly. The forest was home to rabbits, deer, and some small pig-like animals, which was the only one they could catch. Even that was unusual, but perhaps the animals hadn’t seen humans for years, and so held less fear than creatures that knew what hungry humans were like.

		The days passed, and the pair ate well and were warm at night. As their bodies healed and regained strength, their spirits rose. Raziel thought back to before he had met Alicia, to the darkness that had controlled his life and kept his emotions in chaotic turmoil. Not that they were still, but he was beginning to control them. Ultio’s silence was a pleasant surprise.

		The boy stood guard every night after their small fire burnt down to embers, his dilated pupils scanning constantly, his ears carefully analysing the noisy silence of the night. He slept as dawn broke, when whatever nocturnal dangers went to their own rest. The warmth and food helped him keep it up for a week as they wound their way through the trees, the downhill slope constant and comfortable. But as his mood darkened due to weariness, the warchild told him to give up his nightly watch.

		“We’ve seen nothing but game since the stairs, Raziel,” she said as they walked. “Sleep at night, don’t kill yourself.”

		Raziel grunted, which could be interpreted as pretty much anything. Alicia’s temper flared.

		“Don’t be an idiot. Worst comes to worst, you know I can force you. I don’t want to. I think we’re past that—”

		“Past what? Me being a prisoner? Forgiveness, ha!” His hand strayed to the sword’s hilt. “I do what I think is best, and that’s that.”

		“Then keep it up. It’s not my problem,” she spat back. “No need to thank me for saving your miserable life, either.”

		She stormed off ahead, leaving Raziel fuming in her wake. Old emotions were hard to leave, for both of them. They’d met as enemies, with death between them. Forgiveness wasn’t an easy word to throw around, but it was still a word. His head was filled with a flurry of violent emotions again.

		We have to try. The sudden memory hit him. Try. Try to fix themselves, try to improve what they were. His clenched jaw slowly relaxed. Trying was easy when you felt like it. At the same time, that was when you didn’t have to. Hard tests were where the proof lay.

		Gripping the strap of his bag, he slowly increased his pace and caught up to Alicia. She didn’t look around or acknowledge his presence, forcing him to swallow his pride.

		“We have to try,” he said quietly, looking at his feet. She didn’t reply for a while, then a quiet whisper.

		“I’m sorry, Raziel.”

		He laid a hand on her upper arm, and she touched it with her fingers.

		“The past is difficult,” he said as they continued walking, both still looking at their feet. “And while I know you forgave me, it doesn’t erase what I did. I will try to give you reason to truly forgive . . . and forget. I don’t know. I am no good with words.”

		“You spoke well,” she murmured. “I must earn yours, too, and I think if we both try, we can be at peace with one another.”

		The two children travelled in thoughtful silence, and the valley slowly began to level out. Raziel rested that night, and they lay beside each another with the blanket keeping them warm—two children who had become something they were never meant to be. That day, they had regained some of their innocence. Their shattered trust of others slowly formed, piece by piece, and they finally began to dream of being truly whole once again.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Azrael led his mercenary band through town and village, looking for suspicious activity, keeping their ears open for any word of strange children. He made sure his men never asked questions that were too obvious, and he was confident that they wouldn’t. Many of his officers would have made admirable diplomats and politicians if they hadn’t chosen the military path, some others would have made great lawyers and spies.

		Sitting at dirty tables, looking at their reflections in puddles of beer, the mercenaries listened to rumours combined with fantastical nonsense and ridiculous theories. In haskir-clouded rooms, they met with dealers, who gave more factual, though still vague, accounts. The markets in the dingy little towns, filled with shouting salesmen and the scent of meat and old fruit, yielded little snippets as well.

		As they camped for the night, Azrael having compiled all the information in his memory, he ordered his men to assemble and stood before them. They looked at him expectantly. Azrael knew they were tired, since they were training in the evenings after a full day spent gathering information.

		“I’ll keep this short for your comfort, and allow you some extra rest tonight.” The mood lightened immediately as the men straightened their shoulders and lifted their chins. “The target still moves north. Rumours are the children have great prowess in battle, the boy in particular. I would like to reinforce that the factual tally he has racked up is in the hundreds. Against Rhotian soldiers, true, and we know how soft they’ve become in the two years since taking Renas. But hundreds nevertheless. The warchild has reportedly done far less damage, but I still encourage extreme caution when we do face her.”

		The men shifted, listening intently. The camp’s fires flickered on their armour, red reflections flaring like the fire in their hearts. Their training had prepared them both physically and mentally. Azrael nodded and smiled. The soldiers knew that rare expression meant deep approval. With a single voice, they raised their weapons and gave the shout of the Black.

		 

		* * *

		 

		At the edge of the forest, Alicia and Raziel stopped in their tracks. They heard the voices of many men shouting in unison. Raziel took Alicia’s hand and pulled her behind a tree.

		“A military group,” Raziel muttered, answering the question in her dark eyes. “Not sure if they’re Renar, and it doesn’t really sound like Rhotian. My guess is a mercenary band. The war ended two years ago, so they’ll have a contract, a bounty.”

		She nodded, tensing. Mercenaries. In the deepest depths of her mind, memories stirred. She shook the feeling off, calming herself, focusing on her tune.

		Raziel leaned against the tree, his eyes adjusting to the twilight. Scanning the scenery, he saw a village in the distance, but it was too far away for the roar they’d heard. He focused on a grove to the left, then shifted his eyes to the right, letting his peripheral search for him. Ultio had taught him that trick half a dozen weeks before, and it had come in handy.

		Firelight between the branches. Yes, definitely firelight. He spun reflexively just a second before Alicia could touch his shoulder.

		“Raziel, don’t,” she whispered.

		His blue eyes locked with her brown ones in the fading light. He didn’t have to be a warchild to read the emotions he saw there.

		Alicia sensed his indecisiveness and gently touched his hand.

		He pulled back, turning his gaze away.

		“Alicia,” he said, his voice low but firm. “We are being hunted. We were on the Wyvern’s Way for five days, another week making our way down the valley, and how many people did we see? Apart from that banshee abomination, who saw our progress? Hell, we didn’t even see any animals on the stairs!”

		“What’s your point?” she demanded, equally low and firm.

		“These men know where we are because they have reports and drew conclusions from that. By their accuracy alone, I can tell they are organised and intelligent. They lost track of us but knew where we’d come out. They know where we will be before we do. They are hunters, we are their prey.”

		“The land is open here, we can evade them, hide for a day if need be—”

		“You really know nothing of the military, do you?” he asked in annoyance, but his voice softened at her frown. “Of course, you don’t. I’m sorry. Scouts. They’ll have them stationed all over the hills and in the trees. I assume we haven’t been spotted, else, we’d most likely have been in a battle already. We are cornered. At our backs we have cliffs which hold no sustenance, and our sides are cut off by mountains and more sea. If we sit here, we die. If we move forward, we have a chance. If we move forward with weapons drawn, I think we have a better chance.”

		She looked into his eyes, frowning deeply. He was asking permission to kill. Even more, he was asking for her help. Memories beat at her brain again, and in her mind’s eye, she remembered a band of mercenaries. In the early days of her change when she had been an inexperienced warchild, more confused and wary than anything. Men dying left and right as they plunged their swords into their comrades. Reddened ground and mass slaughter.

		This is why I felt such deep disgust and repulsion for him I saw a reflection of myself and found it foul beyond belief. My moral superiority and egotistical pride hid all evil and saw only good. Fool that I was, fool that I am.

		“It is time to be what we are, Raziel. It is time to be monsters.”

		Ultio awoke.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Garran had joined the Black since it seemed a more profitable line of work than a career in the imperial military. As he peeled an apple out of boredom in his perch in a tree in a dark forest with a sleepless watch ahead, he cursed the last month of his life. Training, training, and more training, and not a damn gold piece to be found. Skrettin’ useless. He leaned against the trunk and gazed up at the stars through the branches. He could be in Rhotia with a girl in each arm right now, if only—

		Something grabbed his leg, pulling him from the branch. His head slammed against a root, the pain blinding him. A sword pierced his windpipe before he had a chance to swear.

		Raziel circled the tree, scanning the tops of those surrounding. Alicia had spotted this one, and he had crept closer and closer till the man’s guard had slipped. It always did, if you waited long enough.

		“This is fun, isn’t it, Raziel?” Ultio asked, the rhetorical note in his steely voice broke as he began to laugh again. He hadn’t stopped in the last ten minutes.

		“If you want to continue being wielded, I suggest you shut up and let me focus,” he snapped back, signalling to Alicia that all was clear. Damn, she stood out in that white dress, but she was beautiful in it, and it reminded him of who she truly was. Not what fate had made her.

		“Focus while you’re busy admiring that girl like a damn fool.” There was a flash of pain up his arm, but Raziel shrugged it off. “She’s an enemy, never forget that, boy.”

		Raziel ignored the blade. Let sleeping dragons lie, they said.

		“There are none nearby,” she reported. “At least, as far as my powers can tell. But remember the one on the cliff, Raziel. He had no emotions. If they have any of those banshee men here, we may have a problem.”

		Raziel nodded and continued forward. The moon hadn’t risen yet, and he wanted to make full use of the darkness. Between the trees, he kept Ultio out of sight. Reflections, skin, white cloth—all these were easy to see. He sat beneath one tree and scanned ahead.

		“You do realise I can help you win this, Raziel.”

		“I’m not fighting you.”

		“I want some trust,” the blade replied.

		“I do trust you,” Raziel muttered.

		“Not like before. You rely on your enemy now and deny your teacher’s wisdom. Who brought you this far, toward your goal, boy? Answer me that.”

		Raziel’s old emotions stirred. No, not now. I am on the path of forgiveness. I will not approach the abyss. I will not give in. The first step has been taken.

		“Submit!” the blade roared.

		Raziel stifled a scream as pain greater than ever before ripped his arm off. When he glanced down, teeth clenched, he was surprised to see it still there, albeit with veins bulging and muscles tensed. He winced and bit his tongue as a fresh spurt burnt its way along each and every nerve.

		“Obey!” The blade wasn’t letting up.

		Raziel collapsed to one knee, eyes unfocused. He could not fight this, especially since some dark part of him wanted to let go, wanted to, wanted to.

		“You are mine! Wield me. Be free. Take up your vengeance, your true emotions! You are not some helpless skret of a boy. You are a monster, and you shall fight like one tonight! Fight, Raziel, attack, rend, kill!”

		Sensing some change in Raziel’s emotions, Alicia looked around the tree she hid behind. When she saw him sprinting toward the camp, she leapt forward and tried to catch up before all hell broke loose.

		“Release me!” Raziel mentally screamed at the blade. “Release me, demon, and I shall do your bidding! I cannot fight with this pain!” The flaring torture increased, flowing past his shoulder and stretching tendrils over the boy’s chest.

		“I submit!” Dropping to his knees, he bowed his head, panting and gasping for breath. Deep hatred flowed into his heart, hatred for the sword, hatred for his weak will, hatred for everything that wouldn’t let him rest right this moment. The enemy.

		He heard a whispered shout from behind. The warchild would have to wait. He had no choice but to do this.

		Slicing his way into one of the outer tents, he skewered the soldiers resting there, destroying their vocal cords before they could raise an alarm. He exited, keeping to the shadows, crouched low, blade held before him.

		“You will not look into her eyes,” Ultio commanded. “Tonight, you are mine. If you let her take your emotions, I will burn your body from the inside out. You’ll die from wounds no one has ever endured, and all for what? To lose me as an ally. Stay with me, be true, and the prophecies shall also be.”

		Raziel couldn’t answer. He was focused on obeying. That was all that mattered. Maybe he had fallen into the abyss—he wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. He had come full circle.

		The need to kill was back.

		The next guard was tending to his bladder in the usual male way—back to the light, hands off his sword. Ultio sighed in pleasure as Raziel tilted the helmeted head back and slit the guard’s exposed throat. As always, the blood slipped off the blade and dripped to the ground, leaving no trace on the glimmering steel.

		Slipping between tents and bushes, he made his way along the outer edge. He slid past one tent, body nearly touching the canvas as a man walked right by him. As the blade plunged into his throat, the man let out a loud cry, then died in a choking gurgle.

		The tent flaps opened, and two soldiers came out. Beheading one before he could shout, Raziel faced the other as he sounded the alarm. Sword flashing, he cut across the man’s chest, shoulder to abdomen, and ran toward the next tent.

		“Alaaaarm!” came the shout, the sound of armour and weapons being readied following. Someone threw wood on the campfire and it blazed up, revealing twenty tents set up between bushes and trees. Mercenaries formed a line with their backs to it, a circle slowly forming.

		He cut down three men emerging from their tent, swords in hand. Ultio guided his hands, arms, and body in a dance of death. Striking jugulars, wrists, and every possible chink in the armour with unerring precision, Ultio painted a red path along the ground and on the leaves of the bushes. Screams rose in a cacophony of terror.

		“It’s the boy!”

		“Backs to the fires, this is it!”

		“Steady, men!”

		The shouts faded into silence as Raziel turned to face them, having run out of tents and enemies on the outer edge of the camp. His eyes glimmered red in the firelight, his dark hair in bloody, matted clumps across his forehead. He swung his blade before them, walking forward and staring straight at them. Ultio, in his usual style, glimmered orange and burned hot. The men didn’t enjoy that.

		“Oh skrettin’ hell, look at that sword!” one mercenary exclaimed. “No one mentioned sorcery!”

		“Silence, all of you!”

		Immediate silence fell upon the group. The men gave way as a tall silhouette stepped forward.

		“It’s pay day,” came the loud and firm voice.

		Raziel continued to walk forward, the tip of his sword making small figure eights in front of him as he studied the group.

		Eighty odd men.

		“Oh, well this is a surprise,” Ultio said, a steely laugh echoing over the clear ground between them.

		The soldiers charged in a solid line, swords flashing. Raziel continued at a steady pace even as the distance between him and the mercenaries closed rapidly.

		“Halt!” the shout rang out, and the men turned their heads at the alto voice of a woman. The commander himself turned away and shielded his eyes. The other men were not so quick.

		Alicia stood before the fire, her dark silhouette seeming larger than life. Her dress and hair billowed in the rising wind. For a brief instant, Raziel thought he saw her not as a silhouette, but as a light brighter than the flames behind her. She held her arms slightly away from her body, and he could see she was tense.

		The men stopped, the commander held his ground, shouting some order no one could hear in the loud wind.

		“Behold your monster,” she said in a quiet voice.

		The men started to attack each other, blades flashing, armour clashing, voices raging. Raziel watched in shocked silence as blood flew darkly against the harsh red of the fire’s light. Screams and wails held the high ground in the battle of sound as friends and comrades attacked each other viciously. Victims screamed, and their attackers screamed just as fearfully. Horror and terror rode through the ranks, invisible beasts striking deep into every man’s heart.

		Raziel stood there for a long time, even after the last bodies had crashed to the ground, the final survivors impaling themselves through their chests, torso, and necks with their own swords. As the final screams drowned in the choke of death, he stood there, facing Alicia. He dropped Ultio on the grass with a dull thunk.

		“Impressive.”

		“Shut up, Ultio. Shut up right now,” Raziel growled.

		Alicia swayed on her feet as she let go of all the emotions. Taking the men’s emotions was bad enough, but she really scared and sickened herself when she only took the good and left the bad, making human beings her puppets. She was cold. Some part of her was frozen, frozen into pure ice, hard, unbreakable, yet broken and twisted.

		He gazed at the warchild’s silhouette, a solid shadow in the bright, flickering background. Too many emotions and thoughts whirled around his mind, and he almost wished she would take them all away. There was no denying what had happened. Sympathy overrode every emotion and thought in his mind, because he knew her heart. He knew she wasn’t like this. He had forced her hand.

		A shadow rose from the bodies. The commander stood straight, sword in hand. The three stood there in the darkness as the fire burned lower. Only the wind and the crackling of the flames broke the silence. Rising above the cliffs, the moon shone down in a cold blue, counterpart to the red and yellow of the firelight.

		“You,” Alicia broke the silence with one cold word. The sight of the man before her would have shattered her under any other circumstances. But in her current state of pure power and bloodlust, she analysed the situation with an icy calm. She knew this man. Oh yes, she knew him. His face was lit by the flames, exactly as when she had first seen him that night when her humanity was cut down like wheat in a field. And now she knew the imperial troops hadn’t caused it. At least not directly. Mercenaries, soldiers for hire. And this man at their head.

		Azrael kept his eyes lowered, but he also remembered. What were the chances that he would face the same warchild, after all these years?

		They had kicked down the door, his men hungry for some loot and provisions. The war had been raging for a year by then, and their last mission lay ahead. But in the meantime, they needed to survive until they were paid. It was the way of the mercenary. Survive till your next commission. Brutal, but that was how it went. They didn’t kill without provocation, but civilians always seemed to stand up to them, no matter how many swords they saw.

		Azrael’s eye took in the room. Wife, husband with a pitchfork. Typical scenario. Lifting his sword, he gave a warning. The man attacked, and he deflected the pitchfork and sliced across the chest, then the screaming woman attacked as well, fists clenched, pummelling his face and chest. He lifted his sword and slammed the hilt into her temple, knocking her out immediately. That was when something emerged from under the bed.

		His emotions increased, then ebbed, then spun out of control as he looked at the child who stood before him. He heard his men screaming, but that was a distant sound. He clutched the side of his head and backed out of the door, screaming himself. His head pounded as he pushed against bodies and swords. Had to get out, kill if he had to. Azrael burst into the chill night air and fell to the ground. Mind clear, he shouted a retreat and they galloped down the road.

		When they stopped to set up camp in the charred ruins of a barn, he noticed his men staring at him with wide eyes. “What?” he demanded, grabbing one by the collar. The man mumbled something about his hair. Looking into a bucket of water, the flickering light showed that half his hair had turned white.

		And now here he was, facing the same warchild, but now far more practiced. He kept his gaze lowered, avoiding her dark eyes—the instruments of destruction. His feet stood in dark liquid, the blood of his men.

		“Mercenary,” came the cold voice. “You know who you face. You killed my father. You damaged my mother’s mind beyond repair. And you made me what I am. Look at your creation, you skretting murderer. Look your monster in its eyes. Let me greet my creator. I’ve longed to meet him, indeed; that’s what my journey has been for. And here we are, at the end. Finally, together again. What a joyful reunion.”

		“Alicia.” The boy’s voice, quiet but resolute.

		“What?”

		“Will you really do this again?”

		“Interfere, Raziel. Please, interfere. Ultio, encourage him! Order your puppet to attack the useless boy who has no willpower, the willing slave to evil. I’ll destroy you both before you move, a twisted suicide and destruction of a weapon all in one. I am here. Attack!”

		“Alicia,” Raziel said more firmly. “Remember the first step—”

		“To hell with your steps! To hell with forgiveness! I was so naïve, forgiving one murderer only to meet another. Are you two friends? Ha-ha. Oh, you could be brothers! Forgive me, sword, I forgot to include your skretting steel. A trinity of evil, working as one to wreak havoc and drink blood.” She glared at Raziel, her eyes wide and her smile cruel. She laughed soullessly.

		“Raziel?” The children turned to face the mercenary. The man looked Raziel in the face. And this time it was the boy’s memories that were shocked into awareness.

		

	
		Chapter Fourteen

		 

		Fire at Dawn

		 

		Once again, Emperor Adran sat on his throne. The night had been long, as it always was lately. Reports created this insomnia. A rider, drenched in sweat, stood before him, a guard on either side.

		“The mercenaries are all dead, Majesty. They were cut down in the night. The screams were heard for miles. I myself saw the camp ablaze, and bodies, so many bodies—”

		“Focus!” Adran snapped. “Who killed them? How many were there?”

		“I don’t know.”

		“Dismissed.” The emperor sighed, his fingers whitening as they gripped the throne. The echoes of the guards’ footfalls died away, leaving the emperor alone with Shakran.

		“Martial law, with increased guard in the royal chambers. The seats are off bounds till I deal with the matter of the scrolls. Each councillor will be kept under watch and escorted by two guards. I will not be questioned in this matter.”

		The scribe bowed and finished the document. The emperor signed and locked it with his ring, and Shakran placed it in his bag. The emperor kneaded his forehead, fingers gently pulling his whitening hair. The years of peace were over. They would now see the emperor for what he was.

		“Survivors, Majesty,” the scribe finally said. He had weighed the wisdom of this statement carefully. His own spy had mentioned a sole survivor, most likely the commander of the group, Azrael. That was a vital piece in this game of paranoia, which had to be moved with great tact.

		“They were slaughtered, old man,” came the reply. “Did you not hear the messenger?”

		“He did not count the enemy, which breaks the fullness of his report. There may be survivors. What shall we do if we receive news of survivors?”

		“They shall appear before me and give me a full explanation. Damn the councillors with their useless recommendations! Mercenaries with no guarantee whatsoever. A waste of time, and time is something we are running out of more quickly than we anticipated. Send out fresh riders. They are to avoid the children and seek for any remaining men. They shall not escape their responsibility.”

		Shakran bowed and left, passing the six guards at the door with a small smile. There was a day not so long ago when it had been two. His plans were advancing quickly, and everything was falling into place, providentially so. Perhaps the world saw that it needed to start anew and hurried the day. Whatever it was, he would humbly play his part, and all would be well.

		He handed the letter to the councillor of war, Arrtran. Head bowed, he stood quietly to one side, focusing on keeping any readable emotion from his face. The man’s muttering made Shakran want to laugh, and his tongue couldn’t take much more biting. Fortunately, Arrtran interrupted the silence.

		“Shakran, who stole the emperor’s ring?”

		“Whatever do you mean?” he asked, looking up.

		“It is a highly treasonous act to use that ring in a forgery.” They locked eyes. “Highly. Treasonous.”

		“I was there when the emperor signed this letter, Councillor. I do not understand your lack of immediate action. You have orders from your emperor.”

		Arrtran kept his gaze. “Watch your words, scribe. Get out of my sight.”

		Shakran left with a mild bow, catching the eye of the councillor’s servant. It was definitely useful to have spies in every layer of this government. The spy gave a nod as the door shut. The scribe already knew what would happen—a meeting of councillors without the emperor, who was not meant to know of it, but strangely enough would.

		Who would be the messenger?

		Shakran smiled.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Raziel and Azrael locked eyes for a long time, neither saying a word. Shock overrode every emotion, and Alicia’s impatient shout for attention fell upon deaf ears. Their eyes scanned the other’s features. Blue eyes, the line of the jaw, the shape of the nose, the way their eyebrows lifted. The fire flickered in the low wind.

		“Like I said,” Ultio broke the tense silence. “This is a surprise.”

		No one replied. Raziel looked at his brother, the realisation settling like a clearing storm.

		“You are dead,” they muttered at the same time.

		“You’re both dead if you don’t face me and tell me what your problem is,” Alicia growled.

		“Alicia, stop,” Raziel said as he saw the warchild step forward.

		“Skret, I’m killing this murderer, and if you dare step between us, you’ll join him,” she spat back.

		“Warchild,” Azrael interrupted. “I think we must speak civilly before we act.”

		She stepped forward, grabbed his chin, and turned his head. Before he could scream, the warchild stripped all his emotions away.

		“Alicia, no!” Raziel screamed, jumping forward, Ultio lifted high.

		“Back, Raziel!” she roared, locking eyes with him and stripping away his emotions, grunting at the powerful conflict they contained. “Take your sword, murderer, and place the hilt on the ground, point to your gut,” she said, looking at Azrael again. The man complied, uncaring and void of emotion.

		The combined memories of the two formed in her mind, and she saw how alike they were. Brothers. Brothers who each thought the other dead. I don’t have to do this. I must do this. It runs in the family, it seems! Murderers, killers, monsters. And what did I just do, but kill men who had no defence?

		She kicked Azrael’s sword away with a curse, spitting on his face, then let their emotions leak slowly back.

		“Sit, you bastards, and let’s be skretting civil,” she growled.

		They sat, quietly regarding each other. The fire heated one side; the frigid wind from the sea chilled the other. Alicia threw Azrael’s blade into the fire and grimaced at Ultio as a useless warning. The blade seemed to agree to be ‘civil’ too, for now.

		“Brothers!” Alicia laughed, her smile non-existent. “Brothers. A family of killers, a skretting mess of evil and violence. What a happy reunion this must be for you, brothers.”

		Raziel bowed his head, his thoughts in turmoil. Azrael pointedly looked away from Alicia, calming himself with deep breaths. The fire flickered, the wind blew. Silence filled the air.

		“One of you speak before I change my mind. Right. Now,” Alicia said.

		“My family died in a fire,” Azrael began. “Burned by some rebels against the conquering Rhotian Empire, two years ago.”

		“Brother,” Raziel replied, not looking up. “It was the empire who killed them, and I am the only survivor. You lay with our parents, dead.”

		“I thought you dead, Raziel! In the fire, as your body was not lain out in the bloody street. I came home to death, and seeing no use in staying, I became a mercenary.”

		“And caused more death, ha,” Alicia said.

		“Alicia, please—”

		“Shut up?” she interrupted. “Oh yes, of course, little skret. I fear your blade more than anything in this world, even more than the blood-stained brothers who sit before me.”

		“Warchild, please let us speak. The discourse between you and I shall follow,” Azrael ordered.

		Alicia fumed silently, nails digging into her palms. Speak, yes, he would speak. Scream, rather, on a pyre of swords and bodies, which she would prepare as a chef arranging a main course.

		“What are you doing, brother?” Azrael asked.

		“I’m going to kill the emperor. For what he did to my family. Our family.”

		“The emperor!” Azrael spluttered. “What have you become, to act so foolishly? What are you now, fourteen? I can’t believe this.” He laughed, placing his head in his palms.

		Ultio joined in the laughter, and Azrael leapt to his feet, hand clutching at his empty scabbard.

		“Damn it, who’s there?” he shouted.

		“Sit down,” Alicia muttered, glancing at the blade by Raziel’s feet.

		“It is a surprise to see this reunion,” Ultio said before Raziel could reply. “What a reunion, too, all three of you connected by such beautiful tragedy. Raziel, you’ve forgotten much, oh so much, and there are yet mysteries you know but cannot remember.”

		“I found my brother, what more is there? The prophecies shall come to happen soon.”

		“A speaking blade, ha,” Azrael said. “Where did you find this magic, Raziel? Is it true you took the lives of hundreds? Are they true . . . the rumours I heard?”

		“They are no rumours,” the warchild replied. “Your brother is a killer, just like you. He killed my mother, whose life I saved from your bloodthirsty grasp two years ago. My family’s blood is on both your souls.”

		“Pity I was not there for the father,” Ultio said.

		“Curse you!” Alicia screamed, grasping the shining steel. She gasped at the pain of the evil that flowed out of the blade. “Curse you to hell!” she screamed, hurling the weapon into the blazing fire. Raziel leapt after it, lashing out at Alicia as she stepped forward to stop him. Ultio’s roar pierced their eardrums, causing Raziel and the warchild to collapse in a heap beside the flames.

		Raziel struggled against Alicia’s grip, shouting all the while. Half his mind wished the blade would be finally gone; the other half cried out at the loss of a companion of such power.

		“It is done, Raziel!” Alicia yelled in his ear above the roar of the blade and fire. The flames whipped at them, the smell of burning hair rank. “Back, skret! It is done, you are mine.”

		Raziel clawed at the ground, but Alicia locked eyes and wrenched his emotions from him. As she pulled him back from the heat and the deafening roar, she was violently sick and reeled into oblivion.

		 

		* * *

		 

		When she awoke, Raziel was kneeling before the fire. The flames were high, unnaturally high, the heat intense. The mercenary was nowhere to be seen. She lifted herself slowly, palms pressing into the wet dirt. Red and brown, blood and earth, a sickening texture.

		Everything had gone to hell in an instant. She’d allowed her emotions to wreak havoc inside her, obliterating all the good of the past week. Her powers were stronger than ever, and her self-disgust welled up like a roaring ocean, spilling over her mind and heart.

		She rose on unsteady feet and approached Raziel. Weariness flooded every muscle, her mind numb with fatigue and despair. Would this madness ever end? Was humanity a goal she should even strive for, when she so weakly accepted the temptations of being a warchild?

		She touched the boy on the shoulder, her shaking hand matching the spasms of his body. She tried to pull him back, but his tense muscles refused to budge. The smell of singeing hair mixed with the stench of blood made her head reel.

		“Raziel,” she said. “Come with me, come . . .”

		The boy didn’t reply. With a hand shielding her face from the intense glare, she moved in front of him and locked her eyes with his dead stare. His emotions were cold as ice, hotter than embers, but she took them in. Then, with great effort, she pulled him back, sighing at the smoking clothes and burnt fringe of his hair. But in her weakened state, she couldn’t contain his tune. She released it as gently as she could. Finally, his eyes turned to meet hers.

		“I thought . . .” he began, his voice cracking. “I thought it was finished.”

		“It is finished, Raziel,” she replied, tears rolling down her cheeks, leaving tiny trails in the grime of battle.

		“I thought it was done, but look.” He pointed.

		Alicia followed his motion and saw Ultio in the flames. The steel was a deep black, blacker than the darkest night. And completely undamaged, despite the incredible heat.

		“It’s not so easy to kill a demon, it seems.” She sighed. They sat quietly, watching the flames until dawn tinged the horizon. The fire burnt on, though all the wood had been consumed. Slowly, it dwindled, until only the blade remained in the glowing embers.

		“I have to take it back,” Raziel whispered.

		“Why?” she asked.

		“I know what Ultio is. As I knelt here, I had a vision.” His eyes were locked on the blade. “A vision, a prophecy, but in reverse, the opposite—”

		“A revelation, yes. Tell me, Raziel.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		Shakran sat on a wooden stool in his bedchamber. Everything about the room reflected austerity: the simple bed with its thin mattress of straw; the small window that looked out between great towers, receiving only two hours of sunlight a day; a small desk covered in papers and ink, pens neatly aligned in drilled holes; three or four candles with wax dribbling into their holders. That was it. Oh, and of course the vaniah plate resting over a candle, from whence wisps of deep red smoke rose.

		He bent over a scroll, reading intently. The yellowing paper was dense with small script; the lines held barely enough room to breathe. The flame of a candle blew out, but the scribe didn’t notice. His mind was focused on the story, though he knew it by heart.

		In an age long ended, a great war raged through the world. Every land was engaged in conflict, and the blood spilt was more than the waters of all the rivers and seas. One wise man realised that to stop the destruction of all humanity, one land had to become the victor. He studied the dark arts—terrible magics fortunately lost to our knowledge today.

		As the battles grew ever bloodier, the man decided. He summoned a demon, but not just any demon. He summoned the greatest and most powerful.

		Ultio.

		The tower grew deathly cold, and the stones of the walls began to crack and split. It was a sign that the summoning was working. When a demon was summoned, the two worlds began to merge, the world of ice and the world of heat. It could have dangerous consequences if uncontrolled.

		He held his arms wide and sternly ordered Ultio to submission. The howl of rage flared through his mind, permanently deafening him. Demons had no problems speaking mind-to-mind, though, and Ultio continued to roar in the scribe’s mind.

		Once more, he ordered it to submit. One of the windows collapsed in a fall of ice-shattered bricks and stained glass, raining down to the ground a hundred metres below. The soldiers fighting there died instantly.

		Ultio finally appeared, forming from pieces of the shattered stone and the ice, which had formed only a few seconds earlier. Pale, colourless glowing orbs shifted across his face, sometimes disappearing beneath the ‘skin’ of ice and stone, sometimes hovering in mid-air. Raphael guessed that they were eyes.

		Ultio immediately turned and began to destroy the walls of the tower. A third time, the scribe ordered submission, adding more spells to the command. The demon writhed on the floor, its mass twisting in impossible contortions, until it finally stilled. The scribe loosened the bonds a little and let Ultio stand.

		“I need a weapon to end this war. To end the bloodshed and unnecessary destruction of humanity.”

		The demon began to laugh, and when asked why, it laughed all the louder.

		“Human,” it growled. “You realise that in the joining of our worlds there is only one way to accomplish what you desire. Your soul shall forever be trapped in this weapon, together with mine. It needs life from both worlds.”

		The scribe trembled, though he had known this. He looked out the broken window of the tower. The land was red below, covered in corpses, flames roaring in the distance. Near at hand, the smoke reddened the sun to the colour of blood.

		“Very well,” he said. The sword on the table began to glow red, and suddenly the scribe was inside it, watching his body collapse lifeless to the floor. In the same instant, something else joined him in the metal blade, and his soul lost all semblance of sanity, joining in an infernal laughter with the demon, Ultio, forever.

		The blade ended the war, once a soldier claimed it. One land rose above all others, but only for a while, since the sword became a thing much desired throughout the world. With every soul lost, a new banshee was born, creatures forced to protect the demon. The demon held no regard for them and cut them down without a word. In time, the blade was lost in history, veiled in selfish secrecy, and hidden again and again. The last tale told of it is as follows.

		Six men, tired of the endless hunting by individuals for the blade, decided to unite in a coalition to find it and work together to wield its power. “We shall be as kings, powerful, but right and just. The world shall be a better place for our joining together.” They claimed the blade after many battles and retreated to their secret castle to discuss the future.

		What happened in that castle, or even where the castle once stood, is lost in the fog of time. The sword was never seen again, nor were the men. Perhaps in their lust for power they raised their swords in ire against one another, and slew their comrades till none remained. Here the tale of Ultio ends.

		“But does it?” Shakran whispered. “Perhaps this great invasion has woken fate, and perhaps fate placed this demon in the hands of a Renar child. It makes sense. The scribe still resides in there, even if broken, and would desire a scribe to wield it. Perhaps we can speak, and I may free his soul? Ultio. Ultio would be the ultimate tool to bring the new world into existence.”

		Time would tell. In the meantime, he was waiting for the councillors to take the rope given them and hang themselves with their meeting. The emperor was on the edge of paranoia and self-destruction. Art like that took time and patience.

		

	
		Chapter Fifteen

		 

		A Stone’s Throw

		 

		A short way from the cooling embers of the fire, Raziel told Alicia about the blade’s creation. The girl listened until the end, shivering unconsciously.

		“So, it really is a demon,” she said.

		“Apparently so,” Raziel replied. “A demon summoned long before we were born.”

		“Do you think the emperor wants the blade for his own power? As those men did before?”

		“It’s a possibility. Whatever the case, after last night . . . I realise I am still under its control.”

		“Raziel . . . It has been a very dark night for us both. Do not let it eat away at the choice we made.”

		He looked away, biting his tongue. Choices. Evil was a choice, ultimately. No matter how tempting it seemed, no matter what emotions or wild thoughts clouded reason, it was still a choice. Yet Alicia had shown him a path they could take, a path toward goodness and light. If only they could keep on it.

		“Your brother. Azrael. He’s gone,” she broke into his thoughts.

		“Do you hate him?”

		“I can’t answer that right now. I’m too tired to think about anything. And you . . . do you love him?”

		“I don’t know.” He looked at her face. “Love someone I can barely remember? And Ultio, he said something about there being more to see. He knows something I don’t.”

		“Some things are best left unknown.” She touched his shoulder. They held onto each other for a while under the trees, the smoke of the dead fire drifting over them. When they felt ready, they moved back to the battleground. The dawn broke over the sky, and Alicia looked long and hard at the corpses.

		Lessons learned; that was how one grew.

		“You’re not a monster, Alicia. Neither am I. We still have time to reclaim humanity, if not innocence.”

		She nodded, then drew his attention to Ultio. “What will we do with him, Raziel?”

		“I know what he is. I am the one who should deal with him.”

		“You bear no responsibility if you so wish. You can walk away.”

		“I have a responsibility to do what I can. And there are prophecies to be fulfilled, memories to be regained.”

		He lifted the blade, shook the ash from it, and hooked it on his back. Alicia watched in silence. They walked to the edge of the forest, both wary of prying eyes. But there was only silence brought on by the dawn. Even the birds weren’t chirping. Perhaps they preferred to stay out of the area of a fierce battle as much as humans did.

		Before them lay fields of corn and wheat, and a village with smoke rising from a few houses. Beyond that, hills and small forests. In the furthest reaches, beyond the low hills, rose the spires and towers of Archehan, late capital of Renas, now the residing capital of Rhotia, and seat of the empire.

		“How much food do we have?”

		“No, Raziel. We’re better than that.”

		“How much?”

		“We’ll hunt and forage.”

		“How much?”

		“Nothing. But if we want to be humans, then we have to at least act like them!”

		Raziel stared at the village, then turned to the east. They made their way around the village and farmhouses, under the trees and through the fields, keeping a watchful eye for any movement. Here and there, they picked some corn nearing ripeness. Alicia found a wild potato patch and filled up half their bag. At least they weren’t taking directly from people, and the small dent they made in the crops was negligible.

		The hills obscured the capital from their sight, and Raziel breathed a little easier. Archehan had set his heart to racing.

		Saviour.

		Monster.

		Prophecies that made no sense.

		Soon, he would understand.

		 

		* * *

		 

		“Your Majesty, this is not true!”

		The council room was in an uproar. Only the emperor remained seated. The councillors stood, one or two of their chairs lay overturned. Imperial guards lined the walls, and two stood on either side of the throne. Shakran stood meekly by Adran’s side.

		“The meeting had nothing to do with rebellion and everything to do with law and order. Summon the seats!”

		“They are on their way,” the emperor answered. “Now sit. All of you.”

		He glared at the fifteen traitors before him. A secret meeting without him. Thank the heavens Shakran had pre-emptively warned him. They had made their intentions clear. Now, they would accept the consequences.

		The three seats entered, and two guards assisted each to the three chairs facing the throne. Once they were seated, Adran began.

		“From this day, the twenty-third sunrise of the fourth moon of the twenty-fifth year of Emperor Adran A Rhotia, the three honourable seats are empty, and their office pronounced void. I exercise my right of veto to any objections and will bear none. The Council of Fifteen likewise. All councillors will submit themselves to the imperial guard and face interrogation over an indefinite period. All scrolls reflecting honesty, justice, and wisdom will now be collected.”

		The councillors stood with bowed heads as fifteen guards took their scrolls and piled them in a heap before the throne. A servant approached the emperor with a lit candle. The emperor looked at the pile. These were men’s lives and reputations, made up of ink and paper. Once this step was taken, their lives would effectively be over.

		He nodded at the servant, who proceeded to hold the candle horizontally over the scrolls. Wax dripped in tiny burning drops, and here and there, a tongue of flame licked up where they hit. The servant bent down and let the flame grasp the nearest paper. Within seconds, the entire pile was burning. Wisps of ashy paper lifted on the heated air, rising to the vaulted ceiling and floating down toward the councillors.

		One of the councillors pulled out a knife and flicked it around, ready to stab himself. A guard grabbed his wrist, broke it with a simple twist, and took the knife from the man’s trembling fingers.

		“There shall be no suicide in this hall. Do not dishonour yourself in my presence. Traitorous cowards,” the emperor stated.

		They all watched the flames grow, ebb, and die in a smouldering silence which grew heavier by the minute. The three seats watched in silence too, eyeing the emperor with quiet curiosity. He stared straight back at them. As the smoke lessened, the emperor rose and began his denunciation.

		“The Council of Fifteen is hereby placed under arrest for clandestine meetings and suspicion of treason. Your emperor is disappointed that there is no honesty, justice, or wisdom to be found in you, supposedly the highest moral and legal force in the Rhotian Empire. The honourable seats are not found to be treasonous, and I am not disappointed in their actions. They are free to go with one thousand gold pieces each, to live their lives as they deem fit.

		“Renas is under martial law. None shall enter or exit Archehan without direct leave from the throne. Any corruption found in the guard, any attempt to communicate without my seal is hereby punishable by imprisonment or death.” He hesitated, then said, “Any attempt to aid the boy and warchild is hereby punishable by death.”

		“Ha!” said Arrtran, councillor of war. “There we have it. Emperor Adran A Rhotia, lord of a thousand lands, afraid of children! Purest paranoia and deepest insecurity. End this farce and let us return home, to Rhotia!”

		The emperor nodded at a guard. With a swing of a sword, the councillor’s head flew across the floor, blood spraying over the white marble.

		“I am the emperor!” Adran’s shout rang through the hall, the councillors flinching at the force. “I am Rhotia! It has been two years since you heard my shout, and you grow rebellious as spoilt children. No more! Submit or die, it makes no difference to me. Snakes and beasts, each and every one of you!”

		Shakran frowned. This was getting out of hand and unpredictable. Unsafe. He had no choice but to stand by and watch. The emperor was trembling, fingers white as he gripped the silver throne. His chest heaved, but after a few breaths, he sat back and looked over the stunned faces, eyes frigid.

		“Trials and interrogations?” Adran asked the air. “I think we are past that. Guards, do my will.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		Azrael rode hard, the stolen horse sweating and panting in the morning sun. Emotions warred in his heart. Reporting to the emperor of the destruction his force had faced was a dangerous path, but he had to save his brother from the warchild’s grasp, and thus had to remain in Renas. Hiding from the emperor would be a foolish risk.

		He rode with no immediate goal except to distance himself from the girl. His brother was under the influence of some dangerous allies. They would have to speak privately and escape quietly. It was his duty.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The children travelled to the hills under a burning sun. Their muscles ached from the night’s exertion, and their moods flared. By silent agreement they didn’t speak, sharing the journey’s burden as well as they could. The roads held high traffic, and they crossed quickly only when they had to. Raziel noted military messengers riding to the south at a great pace.

		He pondered ways to destroy Ultio. Surprisingly, the blade didn’t seem to care that he was thinking along these lines. Fire had not damaged the blade. Throwing it from the Wyvern’s Way would most likely only hide it from humans for a period, but the thing would still exist. No, he needed an absolute, complete method of destruction.

		As they walked beneath the trees, they heard a cry, and two small children rushed along the path, laughing. They stopped at the sight of the travellers, hesitated for a second, then spun and ran back along the path, screaming for their parents. The parents soon came along the path. The father was a burly man, most likely a hunter or blacksmith. His wife held the children a little behind.

		“Please don’t kill us,” the man said, voice trembling slightly.

		“We won’t kill you,” Alicia replied quietly.

		Raziel wasn’t so sure. He drew the warchild aside. “Witnesses.”

		“I don’t care,” she answered. “We aren’t murderers, Raziel.”

		He sighed and nodded, then approached the father.

		“We won’t kill you, and we’re not killers.”

		“Anything you say. We heard the warnings.”

		“What warnings?” Alicia asked.

		“Two children,” the man began after a moment’s hesitation. “One with a sword, killing innocents and military, all along the west of Renas. We meant no harm, let us be.”

		“Let’s go,” Raziel muttered, striding past the family. “This is a skretting stupid idea, Alicia.”

		Alicia didn’t reply. Maybe it was, but it was better than killing a family. Anything had to be better than that.

		The two children crested the hills and saw Archehan a little closer. Between them ran open fields, dotted with farmhouses and small villages, copses of trees and fences. And many, many roads. Three main roads led to the city, and one could see riders, carts, lone travellers, and larger groups.

		Alicia sighed. The citizens only knew what they had heard. They knew nothing of the inner turmoil of two children joined by dark fate and terrible chance. And even if they did, would it matter? She highly doubted it. For most, danger was danger, and self-preservation trumped empathy all too often.

		They veered off the direct path in an attempt to avoid any search parties. Raziel refused to believe a scared villager could be counted on for discretion and silence.

		Alicia wanted to avoid any more pointless deaths, and agreed readily. “Also, Azrael knows our goal,” she said. “We are unsure as to why he left. He could be reporting, laying ambushes. Who knows?”

		“You know why he left,” he answered.

		“I wouldn’t have killed him,” she whispered, head bowed. “It was a heated moment.”

		“He doesn’t know you, Alicia.” Raziel touched her shoulder. “He is like every other human we meet. He sees only the danger we pose. There are only two options to someone faced with death: to battle or to flee.”

		“I’m tired, Raziel,” she said, sitting against a tree. She set her hand in her lap and played with the grimy white dress. The dress her mother had made long ago.

		“We’ll stop here for three hours, but then we must move on.”

		“Raziel, what I said about your family—”

		“Simple facts,” he cut her off. “We are brothers, and we both dealt death to your loved ones. I accept that. And you know I’d take it back if I could.”

		“I know.”

		They rested and ate without a fire. The sun dropped to the horizon, painting the sky and landscape with red gold. The towers of the capital flashed in sparkling colours—a marvellous iridescence of light from the stained-glass windows that filled the buttresses. Spires reached high above the roofs of the city, and yet others rose above them, climbing to heaven like a man reaching for some great prize, hope clear on his face. Three years before, the original castle had been Renar in style. Practical, one might have called it, with square corners and roofs that peaked at ninety-degree angles. Emperor Adran had built upon that—flying buttresses, round towers and thousands of new windows and hallways.

		The city itself was still very Renar, though, and spread out below the palace in red roofs, with no towers and Rhotian superfluity. Outside the tall city walls, the buildings scattered and dispersed gradually into farmland.

		The children sat, taking it all in, quietly thinking about the near future.

		“I can’t hide Ultio,” Raziel finally stated.

		“I know, I’d figured that out already,” she said.

		“You can enter without any problems.”

		“I feel that the city is under some serious pressure. The imperials are everywhere.”

		“We will find a way.”

		A fire was impossible, due to the hunt, and after the cliffs, the slight cold was bearable. They ate well, now that they had food in abundance, and rested under the trees, watching the sky return to blue and darkening slowly.

		“I’m going to stand guard,” Raziel said.

		Alicia had no complaints this time.

		

	
		Chapter Sixteen

		 

		Azrael

		 

		The night was cooling, and Azrael’s stomach rumbled. The wind whispered between the branches, the ghosts of his men haunting his mind. He wasn’t superstitious, though, and concentrated on his own needs. Hiding wasn’t a favourite tactic of his, and it angered him that he couldn’t procure food and a warm bed at the nearest inn. Instead, he sat beneath some trees with village lights teasing him only a few minutes away.

		After rescuing Raziel, he would have to map his goals. His brother’s sword had whispered to him as it lay in the fire, begging Azrael to wield him. In the seconds he had spent staring at the sword, it seemed they had held an entire conversation.

		He had seen visions, scenarios of a new army, a better army. He saw the capital in ruins under a darkening sky, and then rebuilt under a spring sun. At the top of the palace flew a flag, and he knew it was his, though he had no emblem or insignia of his own. He sat on the throne with his officers around him. A new age dawned on Renas, and a great marriage was held. Azrael defended the land, wielding the blade against all enemies.

		Battles raged; peace reigned. One enemy returned every few years, but the armies fought and Renas won each time. And then he faced their leader in a final combat, and . . .

		Azrael killed Raziel with the blade and ruled supreme.

		That was when he had wrenched himself free from the vision and had escaped into the woods. His mind had been numb with shock, and, like Raziel before him, he felt a great certainty that all he had seen could be true, if he willed it. If he only took up the blade and fought.

		As he rode on his stolen horse, his mind twisted and turned like a restless man at night. He could reclaim his country and put all right. King, saviour, master, protector. And what if he rid himself of the blade before the apparent fratricide? Then it would only be beneficial, both personally and generally. His mind turned on itself, disgusted at the pride and egotism, the selfish brutality.

		The arguments had been battling all day. Now he was hungry and tired, and the inn looked so damned comfortable. He stood and walked between the trees, focusing on the warm, yellow light. A shout echoed across the night, and four imperials rode toward him from the road.

		“Who goes there?” came the shout. “Have you not heard of the curfew?”

		Azrael glared at the silhouettes. Flight was useless.

		“It’s the mercenary!” one said, reigning in his horse alongside. They encircled him, and two dismounted.

		“You are under arrest for questioning, as per the current martial law.”

		Azrael submitted without a word.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Shakran stood beside the empty throne and watched the servants clean up. The moonlight painted the left side of the room in blue and white, the candles and braziers coloured the right in reds and yellows. Beautiful duality, especially after a long taste of vaniah. His pupils were dilated, his eyelids trembling, his heart racing.

		The servants had cleared away the corpses, and now washed away the blood, using buckets and brooms. Water ran red and pink across the marble, swirling away down tiny gutters into the palace’s extensive drainage system.

		The scribe smiled to himself. “Expect the unexpected,” his father had once said. “Especially in your emperor.” Power made men unpredictable. Threaten to take that power away and they became like dogs that hadn’t been fed for days—hungry, afraid, aggressive, malleable. Then tease them with a chance to take it back, to defend their beloved power, and one saw action without exception. They always made a move, and if one played the game well, that move would be beneficial.

		Now, he was all the man had left. Adran trusted him deeply. And well he should.

		Shakran only had the world’s best interests at heart.

		“Riders approaching,” a messenger said at his elbow.

		“That must be the most utterly useless line a messenger has ever spoken,” Shakran said, showing too many teeth. “Clarify, you fool.”

		“They have the mercenary,” the man said.

		“There we go, much better. Captured, I assume?”

		“Yes, Master.”

		“Off you go, I’ll deal with this,” the scribe answered. He turned and swept down hallways lit blue and orange, past the tapestries and stained-glass windows, his footsteps echoing in quick taps on the marble. Waving aside the guards at the emperor’s door, he entered without delay.

		“The mercenary has returned, Your Majesty,” he said, bowing.

		The emperor nodded, rising and belting his sword across his waist.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Azrael stood before the throne, chains binding his hands. His hair hung over his eyebrows, and he flicked his head in irritation. The floor was gleaming wet, and the guards chased out the servants who had been cleaning it at such a strange hour. There were over thirty of the imperial guard in the room, and tension built in his veins. There was something wrong here.

		The emperor strode through the doors behind the throne, his scribe and another twenty guards following behind. Azrael recognised most of the guards as they had fought as allies on the fields of battle. Now, it seemed a court martial separated them. He did not lower his gaze as the emperor sat.

		“You’ve returned. Good,” Adran began. “Where are your men, mercenary?”

		“Dead, Your Majesty,” he replied.

		“And why are you not?”

		“There’s a reason I am the leader.”

		The emperor nodded, and Azrael’s teeth crashed together as a guard’s gauntleted fist connected with the side of his face. Spit and blood gathered in his mouth, but he swallowed it. Insolence was clearly a bad idea right now.

		“A full, concise report. Who killed them, where, and explain why you did not report to the palace directly.”

		“Very well, my emperor. We followed leads for the two children. We met the two children. They killed all my men. I escaped. I was on my way to you.”

		“They killed your men?” the emperor sat stiff and upright.

		“More correctly, she did. As far as I could see, the boy did nothing.”

		“How did she kill them?”

		“She turned them against one another. They killed each other—” Azrael said, frowning as the scribe whispered into the emperor’s ear.

		“Strange, I cannot take your word for it. The reason for that is the fact that you were caught hiding in a copse not twenty hours after news of the battle reached Archehan. Your delay is inexcusable and questionable. The bodies of your men were not found, though blood had been spread across the ground. Pigs blood, most likely. What is most strange is that the weapons were found in charred piles, as if someone had tried to burn them. Suspicious beyond measure, don’t you agree?”

		Shakran smiled inwardly. His servants had done exactly as ordered.

		“I do not know what you speak of,” Azrael stammered. “I left my men in pools of blood. The children were busy discussing some—”

		Again, Shakran whispered in the emperor’s ear.

		“Enough. Take him to the dungeon. Expect further questioning and an investigation into the situation, mercenary. Any attempts at escape will be marked as treason. Execution will be instant.”

		Azrael gritted his teeth and allowed himself to be led out of the chamber. He put up no fight as they travelled down stairway after stairway, deeper and deeper into the castle. The air grew cooler as they dropped below ground level, and still they went on. The walls and floors were ancient here. The guards did not speak the entire time, just kept a firm grip and pushed him when he seemed to lag.

		He sighed as he sat in a windowless cell deep beneath the earth, the floor damp, the air musty. There was no bed, no straw, no bucket for hygiene. Nothing except metal bars.

		All that night, his thoughts dwelled on a certain boy and a certain sword.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The children were on the move before the night was quite halfway done. They travelled along the roads, only stopping to hide from the occasional horsemen. They moved southeast, skirting around the villages that slept in the valley. Before dawn, they found an empty barn separated from any nearby buildings and hid in the loft. Alicia didn’t want to sleep. Memories of banshees replayed themselves in her mind. But Raziel put an arm around her and said he would keep an eye out, and before long, her eyes had closed.

		“Raziel.”

		“Ultio,” he replied sullenly.

		“Azrael wants you to join him.”

		“Join him how? As a mercenary?”

		“As a ruler! He thinks that if he has me, he can rule. After your prophecy takes place.”

		“You know what I think.”

		“Hahaha!” Ultio hissed. “Oh, I do—”

		“Shut up!” Raziel snapped, and Alicia stirred.

		“I know you hate me, boy, that you want to destroy me. It seems every time I help you, you only become more aggressive toward me. Why that is, I cannot comprehend, since I’ve saved your life on more occasions than your precious girl ever did. I could even have killed your brother, but I didn’t. But she wanted to. How much does that tell you?”

		“It tells me you’re a demon, and I’d be a skretting fool to trust you ever again.”

		“Blind and naïve as ever. All your talk about humanity, innocence, forgiveness. You two make me sick.”

		Raziel didn’t bother answering. Ultio glowed orange and fell silent.

		He was done with the sword, but he would wield it until he found a means to destroy it—that was final. If he ever felt like succumbing to the bloodlust and pain, he would turn the blade on himself and stop his part of the wild bloodshed. His mind couldn’t take the mind-tearing warfare, and his soul was on the verge of collapse—as he had seen.

		He wondered if he could return there, with Alicia. If she could help him find a way to stop the destruction. It sounded like a fantasy, but in the last six months, his life had become far removed from any reality. Or maybe that was the fantasy, and this was reality.

		His eyes closed before he could find an answer.

		

	
		Chapter Seventeen

		 

		The Red Stream

		 

		Renas’s atmosphere grew heavy and tense. The dark clouds gathering from the south like vast mountains only added to the sense of foreboding. Farmers bemoaned a famine in the coming year, and tradesmen sold their wares at discount prices, ridding themselves of the perishables and fragile items as they aimed to leave Renas as soon as was practical. Citizens went about their business with anxious hearts even as the imperial guard grew restless, sure that a revolution would spark somewhere and lead to the war resurfacing.

		Shakran paced through the halls of the silent palace, the coloured-light through the stained glass like a weary and faded ghost of its former self. Cold sweat glistened all over his body, mixing with the smell of his ever-increasing vaniah addiction. No one dared speak of him, even in the darkest corners of the tallest towers. Close friends had become distant acquaintances, and trust had eroded in the hours since the Black Night—as it would be called in the centuries to come.

		Yet they wondered if a blacker night was yet to come. Emperor Adran, rather than secluding himself as any paranoid man normally would, went about the palace and capital with an escort of a hundred guards. These men walked in mortal terror and obeyed without question, praying they would not suffer the same fate as the late government. The harder among them grew in arrogance and rank. They were the ones who had killed the councillors without hesitation.

		The entire city fell under Adran’s eye, and every crime was punished with severity. The emperor had felt some hesitation at first, but under Shakran’s advice and control, he had slowly hardened. He became like the tyrants he had always felt so disgusted at in the annals of Rhotian history. He now understood the reasoning of tyrants, rather than the painting of them which the historians presented to the world. He atoned himself hourly, with the thought that he only punished crimes which were real, not merely assumptions and false accusations.

		All Renar flags, which had once been allowed under the war’s treaty, were now gathered and burnt in piles in Archehan’s squares. Elderly citizens wept as the red-and-gold embroidered cloth flapped in the heat of the flames, a sick parody of the wind that had made the flags flutter in the years before. The red turned to black, and in the younger men’s hearts, a similar change began, but one of grim anger.

		As the charred cloth collapsed and dark ashes rose between the flickering embers into the night sky, the youngest citizens of Renas also lost something, though they weren’t aware that they were witnessing their country disappearing into the past under the empire’s heel. They only saw a bonfire and wondered why there was no music, no feast, and why their grandparents wept so brokenly.

		Imperial heralds rode through the streets of the capital, all pronouncing the same news.

		“Emperor Adran A Rhotia has disbanded the Council of Rhotia and hereby takes full authority once more into his own hands. He commends the good and upright people of Renas and will punish all criminal acts which have gone unchecked in recent times. Curfew and martial law will remain in effect until order is restored.”

		And all the while, the clouds gathered, hiding the rising sun behind them. The dawn was pale and grey.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The children awoke in the barn, having passed the night without event. Their hearts were apprehensive but hopeful. Making a light breakfast, they set off at dawn.

		Neither spoke. There was little to say.

		Archehan’s towers rose from the landscape into the clouds, the uppermost almost disappearing in the grey masses. The clouds rose higher still, mountain upon mountain, tower upon tower, and Raziel felt weirdly afraid.

		He was certain he had never seen the sky like this before, but the flashes of memories and visions echoing in his mind disagreed. Had he? But when? As the sunlight broke through a gap in the masses and cascaded down the side of one of the clouds, he stopped in his tracks.

		Fire and darkness filled the sky, clouds of flame over a wasteland, buffeted by furious winds. The uncanny resemblance of his mind’s vision and his physical vision shuddered through his heart. He turned to Alicia.

		She was looking back at him, understanding in her dark eyes.

		“I want to go back.”

		She nodded, but lowered her eyes. “I don’t think that is wise, Raziel.”

		“I need to know.”

		“Know what?” she replied.

		“If it’s changing.”

		They left the road and dropped down into a gully. A stream crawled across the rocks and between the grass, depressingly languid and dark. Once seated, Raziel placed Ultio aside.

		“I am going with you,” Alicia said. “So place it far away. I refuse to be near it while in your mind.”

		Without answering, Raziel placed the blade beneath some fallen branches, covering the spaces with torn grass. As he turned and left, the blade whispered one word.

		“Fool.”

		Raziel forced himself not to react and sat beside the warchild, looking up at the clouds. She took his head between her soft palms, turning until they locked eyes. Before they blacked out, he had a single thought. Her eyes are beautiful.

		His mind was in turmoil still. They woke, lying nearer the jagged mountains than before. Earthquakes and tremors rumbled deep below them, and new spires of shattered stone had risen where there had previously been only flat stone and sand. Behind them, where they had been in their last visit, Raziel looked for the crevice. He finally spotted it, the jagged slash ripping across the landscape in tangents and twists, but he could have sworn it was narrower than before.

		“Raziel,” he heard Alicia say over the rising wind. “Your emotions!”

		The wind hit them in a gust, but Raziel forced them back, mustering his will. Alicia stood by him and held onto his arm, her fluttering dress a white flag of peace in this land of war. Reason and emotions fought a physical battle, and Raziel grunted as he stood against himself.

		“This is you, Raziel,” he heard above the rising wind. “You can control yourself. All it takes is will and strength. And you have them.”

		With those words, the wind dropped, and he took himself back. Now and then, as he looked around at the wasteland, despair came again, the wind rose, cold and dark, but he quelled it immediately.

		“Thank you, Raziel,” Alicia said, slipping her hand into his.

		He nodded. Within him, something grew, and simultaneously the ground below him cracked, tiny webs of black breaking the rock. His hope appeared—the hope that he was healing—and water rose and seeped between the newly broken ground. A small plant lifted on a stem. Their concentration was focused on the new growth, and it felt as if both days and seconds had passed, so long and deep, yet so fleeting. Hand in hand, the pair watched as the stem rose. A white flower with five round petals opened.

		The flaming mountains of cloud in the sky opened, and a cold blue moon shone down, a soothing contrast to the red of the clouds.

		But before they could witness more, rough hands shook them out of his mind.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Raziel kicked out at the figures surrounding him and roared as Alicia screamed. He saw a soldier pull his sword out and bury it in his comrade’s helmet. His hand groped for Ultio but found nothing but empty air.

		“Don’t look in her eyes!” an officer shouted, running up to the bewitched soldier and gutting him before he could cut down another imperial. Scarlet spattered across the rocks, and the stream flowed more powerfully as the blood poured into it. Another scream broke the air. The soldiers were too slow to follow orders. Swords flashed, and blood flew bright against the dark background of the clouds.

		“Damn it, Dardran has gone mad!”

		“Cut him down, cut him—Aaargh!” Screams and metal scraping metal. A mailed fist hit Raziel in the gut, causing spots to flicker in his vision. On the road above, he saw ten men . . . twenty . . . thirty . . . an entire marching army.

		Alicia cursed and glared around, making eye contact with as many of the enemies as she possibly could. She wrenched their emotions away from them, took the fear from one, exchanging it with the anger of another, creating prey and predator, destroying the balance. The officer flicked a glance at her and turned on his heel, slicing his own aide’s throat with a deft movement before joining the battle.

		Three men bore down on Raziel and managed to pin his arms to the ground. Another grabbed him by the throat, choking him. Raziel kicked up as hard as he could, and the man hopped away awkwardly, screaming at the top of his lungs. The other three loosened their grip as they turned in concern. Raziel picked up a nearby stone and slammed it into the back of the nearest man’s helmet, kicking at the other. Soldiers dropped down into the gully from the road, drawing their swords as they ran towards him. He flicked his head side to side, looking for the warchild. She was nowhere to be seen.

		In the next instant, he was hit in the back, pinned down, and trussed up as a hundred or so soldiers watched warily. Six or seven bodies blocked the stream’s flow. The last thing he saw before a bag was pulled over his head was the stream running bright red.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Clouds gathered thickly by the hour, the air becoming heavy and humid. From the highest tower of Archehan, Shakran saw the dark shade of rain in the far south. Even up here, the clouds seemed to pile in mounds reaching ever higher, lightning flashing through them. An omen, certainly. Whether it was beneficial or not, he remained uncertain.

		The thick glass window blocked the howling windows, and vaniah-smoke hung in the small room. This entire terrible, corrupt world would soon be built anew, without the trudging history and pointless traditions that generations of humans had gathered like hoarding graverobbers, revelling in times gone and the musty heroes of sagas long warped from reality. Names such as Renas and Rhotia would be buried under the loving heel of forgetfulness. Boundaries would be erased. The world was moving swiftly to a rebirth, and Shakran would be responsible for a great part of it.

		His drug-assisted vision caught sight of a mass moving along one of the three roads from the south. A hundred soldiers all surrounded one horse in the centre. Around the army swarmed more people, all unarmoured. Civilians, and so active in this grim time. He smiled. In times like these, people only grew excited like that at the smell of death.

		He dashed down the stairway, his hand brushing along the cold stone wall, keeping his balance with an eerie grace as he agilely leapt down the steps. The smile never left his face.

		He met the soldiers at the gate, a small personal guard—appointed by the emperor himself, no less—arranged around him. The army rode in through the gates, the gatekeepers pushing back the crowd of farmers and peasants who tried to follow. The clamour was tremendous, but Shakran scarcely noticed. His eyes were locked on the convoy’s baggage: a bag and a heap of cloth, curiously shaped like a small boy.

		He motioned to his guards, who stepped forward to collect the parcel. Before the captors could protest, he motioned the commander over to him. The scribe eyed the man’s blood-spattered armour.

		“The boy. By all hell, if that is his blood, your head has a limited union with your shoulders,” Shakran said.

		“The blood belongs to one of my men. He was killed in the capture.”

		“Forget your skretting man!” Shakran spat. “The child is my responsibility now. You’ll be rewarded in time. Lead your force out and find the warchild. There is no need to return with her intact. Destroy her.”

		Turning from the terrified commander, Shakran gripped the boy and led him to the dungeons.

		 

		* * *

		 

		At the sound of metal clanging in the corridors above him, Azrael stiffened and sat up. The echoes rebounded down the stairways deceptively, and it was minutes before he could clearly hear any of the words spoken.

		“. . . interrogate the brat this night . . .”

		Footfalls echoed and more doors opened and closed.

		“. . . damn you, what do you mean no weapon? Who killed the men . . .”

		Footsteps drew closer.

		“That fool commander had blood on his armour and the only losses were his own men? One of you go and find out what happened!”

		The next voice chilled Azrael’s heart.

		“They killed each other,” a quiet voice muttered. There was a thud and a grunt.

		The mercenary knew the voice as his brother’s, though they had only met again a few days before. One couldn’t forget the voice of family.

		“You, skret, you’ll explain tonight. You’ll explain everything.”

		Indecipherable echoes.

		“. . . must say, I am mightily interested in a blade I’ve heard and read so much of. You’ll have something to say about that, I warrant.”

		“I don’t know what you’re—” Another thud and gasp, and the splatter of liquid on stone. Suddenly, the corridor outside Azrael’s cell filled with flickering red light. Three guards filed past, followed by the emperor’s scribe pushing Raziel ahead, and another five guards behind them. The scribe pushed Raziel into a cell nearby, though in the echoing hallway, Azrael couldn’t place exactly where. Sound was deceptive down here.

		Azrael lay down as the men departed, listening to the footsteps and shutting doors echoing further and further into the distance. He already missed the brief torchlight.

		“Raziel,” he whispered.

		Silence.

		“Raziel, damn it, are you there?”

		Silence, then a curse. “Who is that?”

		“Your brother, fool. Where the hell is your sword?”

		“If you think me fool enough to trust you, after having trusted so many and failing, then you are merely looking in the mirror. Because I wouldn’t tell even my own brother any secret, especially one that seems so important to that damned old man. Swords and prophecies, what the hell was he spouting?” The rhetorical question died in the air, aggressive but hollow.

		“Damn you, Raziel. It’s me, Azrael!” the man spat. “We met two nights ago in the forest. You and that little witch killed all my men. Or rather, they killed each other at her command.”

		“What are you doing in here?” the words came after a moment. “You’re working for that bastard on the throne.”

		“Nobody is working for the emperor now,” he replied. “That old man who threw you in here, he’s the one in charge now. The late scribe, the new lord.”

		“Merely another head to strike at when I break free.”

		“You really are a fool if you’re still following that train of thought. I told you, things have changed here. By the looks of it, you lost that sword.”

		“I recommend you never mention that blade again, brother.” The reply was cold and hard in the darkness. “I strongly advise you to forget that demon ever existed.” A mixture of fear, jealousy, and hate churned in Raziel’s gut at the thought of his brother wielding the sword.

		Azrael pondered on the future, the hope he’d had now diminished. That sword was the answer to all their problems, their one chance at surviving this nightmare.

		“How did you escape the warchild?” Azrael asked, hands gripping the bars of his prison.

		Silence.

		Azrael sat back down, resigned to the fact that he wouldn’t get an answer. Then, the quiet whisper drifted to his ears.

		“Maybe she escaped from me.”

		

	
		Chapter Eighteen

		 

		In the Darkness

		 

		Rain fell from the sky in great sheets, as if some force in the heavens had slashed a great rent in the clouds. Crops were flattened. Merchants gathered up their wares and packed them away. Farmers ran out into their fields, hurrying the livestock into barns and under trees that swayed in great gusts of wind. Half-burnt Renar flags whipped along the emptying streets, and dogs howled in the noonday storm.

		Alicia crouched below a bridge, her dress soaked through, the white now a dirty grey-brown from the mud and rain. She shivered and ripped rags from her dress to wrap around her freezing feet.

		As the men had rushed into the gully, she had panicked. There had simply been too many, too wary and prepared. So, she had run, throwing off her worn sandals and agilely skipping from boulder to boulder, splashing through the stream. Her body had felt light in ways she couldn’t comprehend. When she’d looked back, her hair had blown in her face, but she had seen right through it. She’d run on, confused but pragmatically forcing the information to the back of her mind. The clashes had subsided into silence, and she’d hidden under a large outcropping. That was when she saw her hands.

		Or rather, didn’t.

		Naturally pale, her skin resembled water, without the shine and glisten. Like air given form. The invisibility faded as she watched, and her skin quickly returned to normal.

		Another power.

		Another inhuman power.

		She bit her lip, desperately trying to hold back the tears in the same useless way she tried to retain her humanity. But they flowed out, like her humanity had, and disappeared drop by drop into the stream below her. She hugged herself and cried, frightened, ashamed, confused.

		After a few moments, she regained some composure and looked out at the road. The army was marching toward the capital. Legs and arms protruded from one of the carts. Ultio might have congratulated her on her art, but she could barely hold back the bile that rose in her throat. Was each day merely another step into the depths of the abyss? Was all her hope of healing and humanity a sick joke fate was playing on her?

		Despair, a feeling she had always controlled well, tore through her heart, ravenous and powerful. Her tune became discordant, and she wiped the tears away. She would never give in, no matter what fate had in store for her. As the last soldiers filed past above her, she continued along the gully, jaw clenched. They had Raziel, alive or dead. She’d made the right choice, no matter the doubts that assaulted her mind. Her powers hadn’t been enough to save them both, but one loss didn’t mean the end of the journey.

		It was as she approached the village outside Archehan’s walls that she remembered Ultio. The sword was gone, for better or worse. Somehow, it felt like both. Well, either way, it was too late to go back for it now. She didn’t know if she could stomach the idea of touching the damned thing, let alone carrying it all the way to Archehan.

		Using her newfound power, Alicia slipped unseen through the shadows of the buildings. The natural instinct to hide at any approach lay her in good stead, though, as she knew she wasn’t quite invisible. If anyone looked hard enough, the vague shape and movement would give her away.

		A drunken man stumbled out of a door at the back of an inn and tripped over her. She bolted for the alleyway as the man looked around in a daze. Eventually, the notion entered his mind that perhaps it was due to the alcohol, and he wandered off in a more or less straight line. He broke into a sailor’s song about how difficult it was to stay standing on the deck in a storm, which he felt fit his situation quite poetically.

		Alicia wondered how anyone could waste time becoming so pointlessly insensible, especially on this day of dark tempest. But the world was as it was, and drunks were the least of her problems.

		The guards entered Archehan castle, and the warchild was weary of keeping her visibility low. It drained her as much as controlling emotions did, and she sank to the ground between two barrels, visible once more. She watched helplessly as the portcullis was raised and lowered, the castle swallowing Raziel like a hungry wolf devouring a rabbit on a cold winter’s night.

		As she took the loosened cloth from her feet, she thought long and hard of a strategy. What would the heroes in the stories she had heard long ago do? Clobber a guard, take his armour, and impersonate him perfectly. Climb the walls with ropes and hooks in the dead of night. Storm the gate and wreak bloody havoc. Find a secret passage into the stronghold. These ideas flickered briefly in her mind before the icy wind of reason blew them from her mind. This wasn’t a fairy tale; she wasn’t a soldier or a man who could use wit, cunning, strength, and brute force to get her way.

		You’re a warchild.

		Yeah sure, I’m a monster, and what of it? Shall I slaughter my way in, with over a hundred guards focused on the gateway, taking all their emotions, draining myself, and eventually falling to the sword, or worse, captured for their vile amusements?

		Stop being foolish, and use your powers.

		But these thoughts circled endlessly and inconclusively, leading nowhere. Or rather, leading directly to the fact of death. She needed to control only a few people—the right people—to enter. Or she could use her new invisibility. Combine her powers into a dance of distraction. Her lack of knowledge caused a frenzy of thoughts. Were there fewer guards at night or more? Did servants enter on a regular basis, or was it a complete lockdown?

		She ground her teeth. The minutes passed, the rain never-ceasing. Cold water trickled down her neck, chilling her back. Taking a deep breath, Alicia stepped out into the street and approached the gate.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Shakran paid the guards who had escorted the prisoner downstairs, pairing the coins with a hideous glare. His message was clear as he dismissed them. Once the door of his chamber closed, he let out his rage. Eyes wide, he rammed a rag in his mouth and screamed and screamed in muffled aggression. Tears poured from eyes usually stoic and old, now burning and red. His teeth dug into the cloth, and he screamed so hard that something ruptured in his throat. The pain merely enraged him further.

		Finally, he collapsed in a chair and ripped the rag from his teeth with shaking hands.

		So close, so damned close!

		Ultio, a real demon, so close Shakran could imagine the feel of sweat trickling between his palm and the grooved metal hilt, could hear the cold ring of steel as it crashed through armies and empires alike. Hell, he could taste his enemies’ blood. He shook his head as he realised it was his own blood he tasted, and his tongue hurt like hell. He pulled the vaniah bowl toward him and lit the candle.

		Deep breaths, relax, inhale, exhale.

		The boy would speak, that was a certainty. The old man inhaled the red steam, held it a moment, released. And the sword would be collected by the night’s end.

		Inhale, exhale.

		And then the emperor would lie dead at his servant’s feet, and that servant would destroy the Rhotian Empire. Freedom would begin its march across the land. Preceded by violence, as was necessary, but peace and freedom were goals loftier than ruling.

		He didn’t realise he had once loved Arrtran very dearly—as a father. Deceptive egotism and selfish stoicism had eaten away at that love, embittering a great mind, breaking it down to a vicious cynic who had lost all perception of morality and goodness. Raziel would have understood.

		Shakran’s mind wandered to the tortures he had available. Unfortunately, the boy looked so frail. He wouldn’t last very long under the most persuasive tools, yet there was no time to waste. The sooner Ultio came to light, the sooner all would be well.

		A knock sounded at the door.

		“What do you want?” he asked, opening a window and letting the drug-vapour out.

		“Emperor Adran summons you, sir.”

		“Very well, tell him I’ll be there presently.”

		A short silence, then, “We are to escort you, sir.”

		Shakran bit down on his tongue. He’d been discovered. The emperor wasn’t as weak or stupid as he had thought. He grabbed an evening coat from a rack and pulled it on, then opened the door.

		“Such an honour to have an escort,” he said with a smile.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The dungeons were damned cold, damned cold! Azrael shifted restlessly as he pulled on a bar. It was rusty and flaking under his hands in the darkness. He imagined with enough time, he could break it or at least bend it enough to squeeze through. His arms ached and burned. His mood had turned rancid, and the fact that his brother refused to reply to his questions, curses, and eventually rage only infuriated him further.

		Relaxing his grip, his breath ragged, he ran his fingers down the cold steel. Yes, surely it was not straight anymore. It couldn’t be, not after the hours of labour. Or had it only been minutes? Damn, the darkness was playing with his mind, and it was too cold.

		The sword would have fixed everything. That thought festered in his mind, spreading its way, entering every other thought and corrupting it, turning every thought into manifestations of itself. He kicked at the bar with a yell and fell forward, bruising his thigh. Pulling his leg back, he found the entire rusted thing had broken in two.

		“Raziel!” he whispered. No answer. “Damn it, Raziel. I’m free!”

		“So, what do you plan to do, brother?”

		The man pushed his way through the gap, twisting and turning in the dark, panicking a little when his hips seemed too wide. He managed to turn at just the right angle, and there he was, in the corridor.

		“What do you think, silent one?” he said triumphantly.

		“Don’t.”

		“Why, because you don’t want anyone touching your precious sword? Damn it, boy. I’d open your prison and take you with me, but I have no tools or energy. I’ll retrieve the sword and come back for you. I promise, my brother. Now tell me where it is.”

		“You won’t get it out of me,” Raziel’s voice echoed in the darkness. “You don’t understand what you’re dealing with, brother. You have never seen the abyss, but I’ve stood on the edge. I looked, Azrael, I looked down, and what I saw was worse than our parents lying in pools of blood. Worse than your brother, with his insides strewn along the ground like some gutted pig. Those things would almost be pleasant memories in comparison. The burning of our home would be a welcome bonfire in that darkness.

		“You acted like a child just removed from his mother’s breast when the darkness took you. You began with confidence, but so soon you missed the teat, and cried in the night of your isolation. And now, with the faintest glimmer of returning to freedom and light, you grasp at something you cannot comprehend. You mistake a demon for an angel, and run toward it with arms outstretched.”

		Azrael stood in the darkness, grimacing. With a shrug, he placed his hand on the wall and made his way to the door. He opened it and left.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Alicia joined a group of washerwomen walking toward the gate. They looked at her and muttered among themselves, tittering and whispering.

		Damned hens will get me caught, she thought, and looked into their eyes. It was difficult to find the tune she needed; it wasn’t one that played strongly in the men she had met, especially those in the army. Finally, she found it—a series of notes which fluttered in circles, building itself up, a constant crescendo that grew until it seemed about to explode, then ebbed when the women spoke. Gossip, curiosity, triviality, all whirling in a pointless wind of egotism. She took their tunes with reluctance, feeling sick in her stomach, but at least the women shut up and ignored her.

		The palace loomed over her, menacing and gigantic. Like the Rhotian Empire, she thought, her eyes trailing up the original palace sides, then climbing the massive flying buttresses. She held no admiration for the stained glass between the pillars. The towers with their small interconnecting bridges and balconies seemed like a spider, crouched and ready to attack its tiny prey.

		Alicia tensed a little more with each step forward, her muscles hard, her heart drumming through her ears. She had to control every single person at one time as soon as she was in. Summoning her will, she took another step. The women around her were middle-aged, some older. She stood out like a single tree in a field of grass. With a grunt, she took one woman’s basket of laundry. The woman’s surprise was taken from her immediately, and with a serene calm, she stopped walking and turned back to the town.

		A guard glanced over, trying to see what the slight commotion was. His curiosity was wrenched from him without mercy. Alicia gritted her teeth. Damn, this was an emotion she had little experience with, and everyone here seemed to be filled with it. A man tending to chickens glanced her way, and with a sigh, she poured all the gossip, curiosity, and envy into him. She felt a little sorry when he ran off waving his hands, shouting news and random information at the top of his lungs, eager to spill everything he knew about anything.

		They were under the portcullis now, and she gripped the basket tighter, gathering her will. The two guards stopped them. Alicia took the second’s curiosity, and he let them through without question. Inside, stood the men who had taken Raziel. The officer was speaking to his advisors, and the rest of the men stood in groups scattered around the inner courtyard, talking and laughing. She dropped her visibility. Some of the men looked toward the washerwomen and began whistling and making suggestive motions. Rather than taking all their lust and violence, she directed her eyes at the officer, who had turned their way. She removed his patience—a calm quiet tune—and left him with pure impatience.

		“Get in line, men! We’re marching!” he roared.

		The soldiers dropped their games and filed into formation without a word. She doubted this rabble had received such a direct, disciplined order in a long time. With a shout, the officer led them out the gate and down the road, warning the men of what punishments lay ahead for any hint of foolery. Alicia let go of his patience, but knew it wouldn’t go back to him as she hadn’t looked in his eyes. He’d be angry a while yet. Ah well, she thought, the skrets deserve it.

		She broke off from the group as they entered a side door into the palace. Hiding behind some crates and bags, she became visible once again and breathed heavily. It was too draining. She couldn’t use this newfound power to find the dungeon, or throne room, or wherever Raziel had been taken. Fatigue swept over her, but she fought it back and rose before she could fall asleep.

		She wouldn’t succumb now. Not when everything was about to end.

		

	
		Chapter Nineteen

		 

		The Storm Builds

		 

		Torches lit the throne room in the early twilight of the storm clouds. Shakran knelt before the throne, surrounded by guards. He glanced at the councillors’ table, which had been placed to the side, their chairs already removed to be burnt in the courtyard the next day. His eyes lingered on the pile of ash that had been swept into the corner. The torchlight flickered over the glistening swords and armour that filled the room, all of which the emperor had summoned.

		Directly before him, looming in his throne with two guards on either side, the emperor sat. He wore the crown of Rhotia, which hadn’t rested on his head for two years. The silver base curved from his brow along his temples, and from this, rose points, short at the front, growing taller along the sides, rising in a curve to a point at the back. Adran wore his armour, silver and gleaming, the royal-blue cloak arranged across the throne. A newly appointed sword-bearer knelt at the throne with the empire’s blade ready to hand.

		An old man seated in judgement over an older one, a power raised to its birthright, looking down on one which had risen to heights beyond its origins. Two families reaching back through history. Who really knew if there had been a precedent, if other scribes had risen to contest the most powerful empire of the known world? In any case, none had done so openly, the boldest being the one kneeling before Adran now. Ambition disguised under obeisance and humility—the most dangerous kind of ambition in this world or any other.

		The tableau didn’t move, at least not outwardly. Shakran had bowed his head; Adran continued to gaze at him. His fingers tapped on the cold steel arm of the throne, rapid as a military drum, precise, calculating. The guards did not move. Eyes forward, hands on the pommels of their swords. Each moment passed like the death toll of a bell—heavy and ominous.

		“How long have you served Rhotia, Scribe Shakran?” the emperor asked.

		“I have humbly served the empire for twenty years of your father’s reign and twelve of your own, my emperor. Before that, I aided my father, Scribe—”

		“Thirty-two years,” the emperor stated. “Thirty-two years of humble service.”

		The silence had time to linger and settle uncomfortably. Shakran didn’t lift his head as the minutes gathered.

		“Have you heard of vaniah, Scribe Shakran?” Before the scribe could think of an elusive enough response, the emperor continued. “Have you ever heard of the red drug, the smoke of hell which rose in my empire twenty years ago? It rose for a long time, spreading its noxious fumes throughout the aristocracy and bureaucrats. Lit by a fire of vice, it poisoned the minds of half a hundred nobles. I extinguished that fire before the annexation of Archehan. Three years ago, Shakran.”

		The scribe knelt, working through possible arguments, mildly relieved that this was all they had called him for. His master’s next words turned that relief into dread.

		“Remind me how I put that fire out.”

		“By holding the offenders’ noses in the liquid until they burnt off, Your Majesty,” Shakran answered.

		“Exactly so. And it seemed to have worked, Shakran. It seemed the fire cooled into ashes, and the foul trade of such substances halted. But news has reached me lately, and that news has me worried. It seems a spark escaped and lit a new flame. Perhaps the value of noses has lessened; perhaps a nose isn’t as important these days as it was back then. Do you think a nose has less value now than three years ago, humble scribe?”

		“I believe I know where you are going with this, my emperor,” he replied, chin touching his chest.

		“Do you now?” The roar shattered the quiet conversational tone. “I don’t think you do. But I know . . . I know very well. Noses aren’t very important in the great scheme of things, it seems, and leniency is overrated of late. I think hands, eyes, tongues—all these are vastly overrated. Men have become like children playing with fire. The first harsh words sting but sometimes not enough. The words fade, and the child plays with the fire again. The second punishment, a slap on the behind, brings the point home more forcefully, and yet, over time, the memory of that fades as well. And the father is left wondering how to cure the stubborn, self-destructive path the child has chosen.

		“But I speak of men, and men are mature, adult. The choices they make are more serious, and the rewards and punishments measured accordingly. My words did not stop it. The loss of noses had no effect. What comes next? Hands? Or imprisonment? Or perhaps a final solution to the offender’s crime, one which will stop them from acting so childishly ever again? Now, Scribe Shakran, I think you know where my thoughts lead.”

		“I have no retort,” the scribe said quietly. “But I do have a confession to make. And some news.”

		The emperor coughed dry laughter.

		“News? Yes, that is exactly what I want to hear right now. Tell me of the threats growing within my borders, or perhaps enlighten me about the weather! I have little time or patience for news, especially if it concerns threats and dangers to my people, from one who is a danger and vaniah-user such as yourself.”

		“I obtained vaniah, as you know, but never once have I used it. I bought a small amount and began collecting information on the sellers and tradesmen of this vile drug.” He looked up, forcing his face to hold an open and honest air. “I have never used the red drug, Emperor Adran. I say this again. I have never used it, but rather used the opportunity to buy insignificant amounts. With each purchase, the tradesmen’s trust and confidence grew a little deeper, and names made their way to my ears. I have the list in my rooms.”

		“You broke the law, Scribe.”

		“If Your Majesty will remember the law you made, and which, indeed, I wrote down as your humble scribe, if you will remember the words dictated and subsequently acted upon, you may see fit to forgive a man for serving his master. ‘If anyone shall be found using the red drug, known by the name vaniah, and have the materials and equipment of its usage, and two witnesses come forward claiming to have seen the accused using the equipment to inhale the drug, then he shall be pronounced guilty, and the punishment carried out.’ Do you remember, my emperor, these just words you spoke?”

		This time the emperor was silent. The minutes dragged out, the only sound that of the thunder rumbling outside. Finally, he spoke.

		“Bring me the list of the tradesmen and buyers. Then I shall hear your news. You are proclaimed innocent, Scribe Shakran. Thank you for your work.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		As Raziel sat with his back to the wall, the darkness enveloping him, his mind falling into a deeper blackness still, his brother climbed the winding stairway.

		Azrael’s hope grew with each step. Having four walls around him had been suffocating. His soul, which he assumed had turned to stone a long time ago, was gasping for colour and light, for his mercenary life, all his habits, stretching his legs, breathing fresh air. His lips cracked a smile. Such a soldier, yet he missed such childish things.

		He also missed his leather armour and sword. So, he supposed that showed his age.

		Peering around the curved inner wall of the stairwell, he saw a silhouette in the doorway. Veins throbbing in his arms, he lifted his feet slowly, step by step, then cursed as his stomach growled loudly. Before the man could turn, Azrael had broken his neck and was buckling the sword-belt over his hips. The hallway before him was short and bare.

		“Nowhere to hide you, comrade,” he said, grimacing at the body. “Lie still. There’ll be someone along soon enough to move you to a more comfortable position.” He walked toward the door, then turned back for a final, “And thanks for the sword.”

		He climbed another flight of stairs, shorter this time, and found himself in a corridor with massive windows along the right. It was unusually empty of guards. Fingers gripping the hilt of his blade, Azrael crept alongside the wall, every muscle tense. Thunder rolled in the distance. Normally, the dim light would have hindered him, but after the dungeon, it was more than enough. The silence set him on edge. Each undeterred step forward did nothing to lessen his caution. Instincts whispered to his years of training, and together they began a chorus of warnings in his mind. He was still near the dungeons. Guards protected dungeons. Yet there were none here. The enemy seen was safer than the enemy unseen.

		He bit down on his tongue sharply, dispelling the thoughts. He was in no position to control the environment he found himself in, only his actions within that environment. Azrael continued up the corridor, focusing his hearing.

		Silence.

		Right now, that was perfectly fine.

		Reaching the end of the corridor, he placed his back to the door and listened. Nothing. He knew this was the way he had come. Each door and corner had imprinted in his memory as they’d dragged him down to his cell, since he’d known he would escape eventually His heartbeat pounded in his ears as he strained to catch the slightest sound. Still nothing.

		The door opened as he touched the handle. Grunting, he drove his sword into the gap at the shadow beyond, feeling resistance. With a savage twist of the blade, he pulled it out and shoved the door open with his shoulder. Something crashed to the tiled floor. Silver flashed in the yellow candlelight—a platter spinning. A shattered bowl of vegetables and a hunk of broiled beef completed the mess. He saw the spilt wine mixing with the servant’s blood, a palette of crimson and burgundy.

		Azrael rushed into the room, dodging past pots and pans, skirting around a wooden table, eyes flicking left and right.

		No one. Good.

		Wiping his blade on his jail slacks, he wondered again where the hell his equipment was, then quashed the thought. Didn’t matter. He had a blade, and that was the only tool he needed to get out of here.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The warchild found a door and pushed it open. Her eyes ran over the bags, shelves, crates and other miscellaneous items. There was no one here, which was a stroke of luck. She had neither the patience nor the energy to deal with anyone. Brushing her hair back, she made her way through the storage room. It was humid and stuffy, and she found herself wishing she’d brought a water flask. But the situation was what it was. She swallowed drily and carried on.

		Moving through a second doorway, she found herself in the kitchen. The massive stoves and grills, the hanging meats above the fire being smoked, the boiling cauldrons . . . everything seemed so large.

		She didn’t realise she’d stopped until a voice broke the quiet. Ducking behind a solid bench covered in vegetables, she held her breath.

		“Where in the skrettin’ hellfires are you, James?” came a bellow.

		There was a short silence, broken only by the steady bubbling of pots and the deep crackling of the fires. Her palms tensed against the tiles as footsteps approached.

		“James!”

		Alicia flinched. The man was right on the other side. She drew her legs in and looked upward, expecting to see a fat chin with jowls, and a second later that head would turn down and—

		“James, you little skret, I’ll skin you alive when I find you!” The footsteps moved away, back toward the fires. “Lazy piece of . . .” The voice trailed away into half-mumbled obscenities.

		Alicia’s muscles relaxed, and she put a hand to her racing heart. Closing her eyes, she focused on her tune. Seconds later, she was calm again.

		Someone tell me again why I’m doing this, she thought as she moved slowly along the back of the bench, hand trailing along the cold brick. There was no answer, because she already knew why.

		To her right rose shelves spilling over with limp greens and strings of onions and garlic. Ahead of the narrow space was the side of a massive oven, and the grumbling cook, who handled the stirring ladle like an oar. His massive arms swished into view, then disappeared, then came back around.

		I’m so dead if he sees me. No question. Well, maybe after he has his way with me. But there are enough knives here for me to dissuade him of that.

		She backed away and looked around. Her tired mind grasped at ideas. She wished she had eaten more the day before, or at least slept. She could control him, if it came down to it. But the damage it might cause her soul scared her. That wasn’t a road she desired to tread.

		Her fingers touched metal, and she turned in time to catch the knife before it fell off the shelf. Her heart skipped a beat, and she bit her tongue hard. The massive spoon did not waver, stirring at the same stolid pace.

		Great, a knife. Again, if she had been a soldier or some kind of assassin, she could have leapt out, a shadow in the flickering firelight, and rammed it hilt-deep in the man’s throat. But she was only a tired, power-drained warchild who had stumbled too deep into the enemy’s stronghold.

		Her arm dropped, ready to place the useless weapon on the tiles. But before her fingers let go, a thought came to her. With a careful but strong motion, she hurled the knife into the furthest corner, back near the door, and ducked down. Her breath stopped, her heart stopped, time stopped. Seconds passed, and she intently watched the fingers gripping the wooden ladle, every muscle in her body taut. There was a sudden clang of steel on steel, and a split second later the crash of crockery. Time resumed with a start as the man cursed. She lowered her head until her neck hurt. Heavy steps thundered past laboriously slow.

		The guttural voice roared. “James!”

		Alicia could have sworn the pans and knives on the wall rattled at the bass in the man’s voice.

		“James, hiding as skrettin’ usual!”

		As the footsteps moved toward the corner, she spun around the corner of the bench, bare feet slapping the floor. She kept her eyes locked on the mountainous back of the cook as she sped toward the doorway. Heart pounding, she moved from the dim kitchen into the next room. How the man hadn’t heard her she didn’t know, but that wasn’t her concern. She leaned with her back to the wall, and bit her tongue.

		The dining room was full of people.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Azrael managed to make his way out of the castle keep and out of the village. The peasants were too busy bringing their goods inside and tending to their animals’ security for the storm ahead to worry about one bedraggled wanderer. The rain was still light, but he knew it would begin to beat down very soon. Cold wind whipped through his hair, and the rags he wore soaked through. But he barely felt these conditions as he followed a whisper in his mind.

		“Mercenary,” it said. “Wield me. I am all you have dreamed of and more. Why be a sword for hire when you could be king, emperor, or god?”

		Beautiful promises, yet almost too good. He shouldn’t trust the blade, after all. What was it Raziel had said?

		“Power is what runs this world. Let a Renar lead Renas once again. Forge a new kingdom of justice and peace. You shall become powerful, if you find me and take me.”

		Ultimately, it was about his willpower. No steel could compete with a man who had chosen his own path.

		“Follow the road, Azrael, lord of Renas, saviour of the people.”

		He followed the voice, trusting it more and more. Wind and water were of no consequence. Only the blade was of import. The good he would do, why, they would compose epic sagas to tell their grandchildren for ages to come. Azrael the Just, Azrael the Peacemaker. Lord of Prosperity.

		Blood stained the road ahead, but he barely noticed. It was so near; the blade was so very near. With a quickened pace, he walked off the road into a copse of trees and began searching the bushes. He wiped sweat and rain from his eyes with a soaked sleeve, noticing neither. The mud slid beneath his boot, and he collapsed.

		“Damn it!” he muttered. “Direct me, blade. Where the hell are you?”

		“You’re standing on me,” Ultio growled back. “Pick me up, fool.”

		“Oh. Sorry.” He felt around in the mud at his feet, fingers searching. The rain increased, and he flicked his hair to the side, sending droplets flying. His teeth ground as he groped in the darkness, the wind howling through the branches overhead. Finally, as frustration turned to frenzy, he grasped the sword and lifted it out of the muck.

		“Let it begin,” Ultio stated. The mud slid off the blade. No stain remained, only the glistening rain.

		Azrael gripped the weapon and looked it over, a strange joy overcoming his heart. The steel shone in the dim light. Lightning flashed in sudden brightness. The mercenary sat in the bushes and began talking. And listening.

		

	
		Chapter Twenty

		 

		The Final Climb

		 

		The warchild sidled along the wall, tired thoughts crowding in on one another. The exhaustion, adrenaline, and fear were all mixing in her gut, nausea the inevitable result. At the same time, showing anything out of the ordinary could be fatal. Alicia closed her eyes, focusing, and then forced them open again. Hell, sleep was a sweet temptation right now.

		She jumped as lightning lit the window, thunder booming out. No one else noticed, but a deep terror broke through her soul like the first pebble of an avalanche. The last two storms had preluded tragedies. Banshees, and then banshees again, in the guise of a man. Hunting for her and her alone. Yet, in the heart of the enemy’s domain, she was technically safer than anywhere else. Hundreds of guards protected the palace, and they would unwittingly fight for the possible regicide.

		Shaking her head, Alicia realised no one paid her any attention. Relief washed over her, but she decided to err on the side of caution. Picking up a wooden platter with some empty vessels and dirty cutlery, she weaved her way between the servants and cleaners enjoying their supper. Each step was a small victory, and it didn’t take long to reach the door. The corridor beyond was empty, and she rested in an alcove for a moment. Raziel was here. Logic dictated in a dungeon. She listened for his tune and heard it coming from below.

		She slipped through a doorway and found some stairs descending to yet another corridor. After a few more twists and turns, she was convinced the palace was a maze. She was too tired to deal with the frustration, but she kept at it. Another flight of stairs and a door led her to a hallway. She stopped, breath catching in her throat.

		A body lay at the end of the corridor. No blood pooled out from beneath it, no sword protruded from its back, but the stillness and position left no doubt to the man’s state of health. Looking around and noting there were no other guards present, she approached it and noticed the broken neck. Had Raziel escaped? Or had someone else come this way before her, intent on Raziel’s head? Had Azrael sought revenge for his fallen comrades? But he had been under the employ of the empire.

		Noticing the keys on the soldier’s belt, she unhooked them and clutched them in her hand. Alicia stepped past and tiptoed down the stairs, every nerve taut, aware. Who knew what lay below? The curved stairs and patches of darkness between torches taunted her eyes, whispers of movement in every shadow. Her heartbeat rose, and she bit down on her tongue in an effort to focus and remain calm. Finally, she hooked one of the torches out of its holder and held it.

		The stairs ended, and she smiled grimly. The last long stairway had been far worse. Things were looking up.

		She leaned her ear to the wooden door before her. Not a sound. Which told nothing. Great. Jaw clenched, she pushed it open and held her breath as the hinges screamed, iron screeching against iron. It seemed to echo all the way up the stairwell and back down.

		Please, please, fate, destiny, God, whatever is out there, please don’t have an army waiting on the other side of this skretting door.

		There was only darkness, the flickering torchlight picking out stone walls and iron bars as she stepped forward. A broken bar lay on the ground, and she stepped over it gingerly. The door had made noise enough. She peered into the shadows of the first cell. Nothing. Moving to the next cell, the cold floor sending chills up her legs, the shadows and flames playing with her tense nerves, she whispered his name.

		“Raziel?”

		The silence continued, her voice a ripple in a still pond. Would he be somewhere else? And if so, where? This damned castle was gigantic, hundreds of times the size of her father’s farm. Danger lurked in every passage. She stepped forward, hand brushing the cold stone wall to her left, away from the darkness of the cells.

		The next cell was also empty. It smelled of a body left unburied for far too long. She moved on.

		Her torch illuminated the bars of the fourth cell, slipping between, flinging a pattern of light and dark bars across the space within. And sitting with his back to the wall was Raziel. His legs were drawn up, his arms making a bridge over his knees, head bowed onto his forearms.

		“Raziel!” she said. “Wake up.” She began to try the keys, striking lucky on the second one.

		“I’m awake,” he said, without moving.

		Alicia looked at him for a moment with furrowed brows. His voice seemed broken, lost in despair. She had felt his emotions. She knew this darkness had always lain there, but it had been dispersed, for better or worse, by a vicious will to live, a passion to fight and win. She opened the door, wincing at the loud creak the metal made, and knelt before him.

		“Look at me, Raziel.”

		“It’s best you leave. Travel far away. The future of this city is dark.”

		“No, it’s not. We’re here to free it, get rid of the people who killed our families. You know this, Raziel.”

		“I killed your mother. Azrael killed your father. The emperor is not your goal. If you want revenge, you know who to kill.”

		Alicia bit her tongue, trying to stop the bitter retort, but it came out anyway. “You are weak and pathetic, little skret. Now get up, and help me find Ultio. If you still want to die after that, feel free to jump from the highest tower. But right now, you are mine. Look at me.”

		Raziel looked up and gasped as his emotions were torn out forcibly.

		“I have no time for this,” Alicia muttered, leaning back against the wall, eyes shut, filled with Raziel’s deep despair. “Stand up!”

		Raziel rose, glaring at her but unsure why. In her head, his depression tried to drown out her tune, but her rage beat it into silence. She hated being angry, but it had its uses. Alicia opened her eyes and let the feelings out with a sigh.

		“Where’s your brother?” she asked.

		“He was here, but kicked a bar out of his cage and left.”

		“Who built this stupid prison?” she muttered, giving a half smile to Raziel.

		They shared a laugh, short but sweet. Alicia reached out a hand. Raziel hesitated, the despair and hope waging a visible battle on his weary features. Then he placed his hand in hers and stepped out of the cell. Alicia pulled him close and hugged him fiercely.

		“Ultio, then the emperor,” she whispered. She felt Raziel nod against her cheek and held him a little longer. “We don’t give up. The empire caused you to take up the sword by killing your family. The empire hired the people who killed my father. If it loves death so much, let’s give it what it wants.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		Adran read over the list of tradesmen, noting the connections between sellers and buyers. His brows furrowed, and his eyes never blinked until he had read the entirety of the document. He handed it to the guard on his left, resting his forehead on the fingers of his right hand, eyes closed.

		“Half of the customers were my council. The other councillors are not named, but it wouldn’t stretch my imagination to think they were using that damned drug, too. As for the rest on the list, I want them brought into the square before the balcony. There shall be no trial. They refused to live by the laws of morality and government, and so shall have no protection under those laws. Gather them now. Immediately.”

		Shakran fought to keep a smile from his face. Instead, he stood quietly at his emperor’s side, face grave. A group of the guards clattered their way out of the room, leaving only echoes and Adran’s personal bodyguards behind. The scribe bent forward in a half bow and addressed his master.

		“With your permission, I shall go and prepare some papers and ink for the days ahead. With the end of the council, and the three seats empty, we shall need to have the law amended.”

		“Go,” the emperor said without looking up. “But first, Shakran, news.”

		“Of course,” he replied. “The two children you were concerned about—”

		“Where are they?” Adran demanded, looking up with blazing eyes. “I want them dead and their bodies laid before me.”

		“They have returned to the south, so my messengers tell me.” He had formulated the lie carefully. Build up the paranoia, then give the man reason to trust him, place more power upon him. “They have been captured by a garrison there. I expect them delivered here in three days. The royal blade will deliver justice once again.”

		“What do you know of this sword?” the emperor muttered, gripping the sheathed weapon. “What do you know of justice?”

		Rhetorical questions, perhaps, but before the night is done, I shall be seated in your place, and the world will be reshaped, re-forged.

		The gravity of Shakran’s face did not reflect his soul.

		“You are dismissed. Excuse my mood of late, but I feel an oppression on my heart. It shall pass.”

		“Indeed, it shall,” was all Shakran replied. The old man turned and shuffled away, his mind playing with ideas of torture. The sword and throne were so close; he only needed a few hours.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Lightning crackled across the dark clouds as a dark figure entered the village at the base of the palace. If anyone had been out in the pouring rain, they would have seen the man knock at a cobbler’s door. They would have seen the flash of steel as the door opened and a lantern fell into the street, the shattering of glass drowned away in the heavy pounding of rain on the roofs. And a few moments later, after a few muffled screams, which had no chance to be heard under the rolling thunder, they would have seen the man emerge fully dressed, a long cloak and hood hiding his features and the weapon he wore.

		“I didn’t have to do that,” Azrael muttered.

		“You don’t have time for niceties,” Ultio replied.

		The mercenary shrugged and walked on toward the gates. Once he had the scribe and emperor imprisoned and sat on the throne, he could deal with morality. Until then, he would have to grit his teeth and work through it.

		“Why would you only imprison them?” the blade cut through his thoughts.

		“Because killing them makes it regicide.”

		“Imprisonment leads to escape and revolution. Just look at your recent history.”

		“Don’t forget who wields you, sword. I can discard you as quickly and easily as I took you up. You would do well to remember that.”

		Ultio snorted a steely rasp in reply. Azrael only frowned back. Raziel would have known that sound meant much more than defiance. He would have realised its underlying menace, that even when one threatened the sword, Ultio knew the wielder’s dependence and addiction to power. But as it was, Azrael only frowned and focused on the power promised.

		They made their way up to the keep and huddled down behind the very same barrels a certain young girl had hidden behind merely an hour before.

		“How do we get in?” Azrael asked.

		“The same way we entered the house back there.”

		“You have got to be kidding me. That was a damned villager, not a castle full of trained soldiers.”

		“If I was human, your doubt would hurt,” Ultio mocked. “But being what I am, it only angers me. We’re going to kill everyone in our way, and you’ll follow my directions every step of the way.” Azrael began to protest, but Ultio cut him off sharply. “I’ve seen more souls released from their bodies than you’ll ever see in life. I have won wars single-handedly. Doubt me, and I’ll assume you are unworthy. I will become steel and nothing more, wielded in your incompetent hands. You’ll die, and someone else will take me up. It matters not who. Trust me, and I’ll lead you to victory. Do you really want what you asked of me? Do you desire your dreams to become reality?”

		Azrael paused, listening to the rain pattering on the cobblestones, the wind picking up and lashing the water into small rivulets between them. His thoughts circled the promises and prophecies, and little by little, he strangled the inner voice that protested. With ice-cold fury and determination, he crushed it down until the rain drowned its whimpering.

		With deep solemnity, as if consummating a marriage with the demon, he whispered, “I do.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		Before they began climbing the stairway from the prison, Alicia tugged at Raziel’s sleeve and pulled him close. He looked at her, one eyebrow raised.

		“Banshees are coming. I can feel them.”

		The boy shrugged. “We’ll deal with them as we always have,” he replied. “All we need is Ultio. Maybe if we destroy him, they’ll disappear. It’s something—”

		“We can worry about later?” she finished for him. “I’ve been thinking and saying that too often in the last few days. I fear all of these worries will catch up very soon, and all at once.”

		Raziel looked into her dark eyes, noticing the many shades of brown in the flickering light.

		“Are you scared, Alicia?”

		“Terrified,” she answered.

		“So am I. You know what that fear is?”

		She shrugged, squinting at him. “It’s . . . I don’t know. An emotion.”

		“Exactly. You can draw it out and use it. A tool in our journey to the emperor. We’re going to finish this. And we’re doing it tonight.”

		“But . . .”

		Footsteps broke their thoughts, echoing down from the stairs above. Raziel took the warchild’s arm and pulled her into the narrow space filled with cobwebs and dust under the curving steps. Then, with a flash of panic, he noticed the torch. Grabbing it from her hands, he stepped out and slotted it into an empty bracket on the wall, then dived back into the shadow. The footsteps grew louder, and he thought they were unnaturally quick. A bit like his heartbeat, which was pounding in his ears.

		More light flooded the small space as the person approached. Muttered words and quiet chuckles bounced from the curved walls, and Raziel felt his stomach turn. The torturer. Scribe, his brother had called the man. Whatever the case, they had only a few seconds to escape while he was in the prison.

		The footsteps quickened, and a shadow flew past, passing through the door of the prison. Time seemed to slow down for Raziel, and he recognised the old man who had brought him here. The sharp, foreign nose, every wrinkle, the abnormally energetic and ancient posture, and the drab grey robes, were all embedded in his mind.

		Soon you’ll be nothing but a corpse, Raziel thought, and grasped Alicia’s arm, pulling her up the steps. Their feet made little sound on the cold stone, but to the children it seemed far too loud.

		As they climbed the spiralling stairs, two or three steps at a time, Raziel wondered why they hadn’t heard a cry of exasperation yet. Straining his ears, he shivered as footsteps other than their own echoed from below. He had relied on the shock of their disappearance to detain the old man a little longer, but no such luck. His fingers clamped tightly on Alicia’s arm as he dragged her after him more quickly. She didn’t protest, only tried harder to keep up. They both knew what was at stake.

		With their hearts beating hard, they reached the top. The echoes were loud and muttered curses joined them. He glanced at Alicia and saw her gasping for breath. The empty corridor before them seemed a mile long, only ending in death. Raziel pulled Alicia close and flattened against the wall at the door. The man was in a hurry; surely, he would rush out without looking. A guard lay dead nearby—Azrael’s work most likely—but that wouldn’t distract the scribe. He was after Raziel, and while that terrified the boy, it seemed handy at the moment. Angry people were illogical. Well, more so than regular people, anyway.

		The two children drew in their breath as Shakran burst through the doorway in a flurry of robes. Adrenaline rushed through their bodies, the metallic taste on their tongues bitter and hard. But, as Raziel had predicted, the scribe rushed past and down the corridor without stopping. He shook his head in disbelief at the old man’s speed. The next second, Shakran had left the corridor, his footsteps echoing away into oblivion.

		Thunder pounded the glass along the corridor. Alicia looked at Raziel, nodded, and they crept down the hallway.

		

	
		Chapter Twenty-One

		 

		The End of All Things

		 

		Lightning ripped through the dark clouds above the keep. In savage mimicry, Ultio ripped open a guard’s entrails under the gate. Azrael sidestepped a slash from the other guard and, with a stroke of the blade, whipped his head off. The steel helmet crashed on the cobblestones as thunder shook the night.

		“They did not raise the alarm,” Azrael said. “One step in the right direction.”

		“You humans,” Ultio said, contempt ringing through his steel voice. “Every time one little thing turns out well, you throw caution into the wind.”

		“It’s called hope,” Azrael replied.

		Ultio fell silent.

		“You don’t know what hope is, do you?” the mercenary said. “Then again, how could you?”

		“I know more than you’ll ever know, mortal. Now, to the task at hand.”

		Azrael entered the palace, sticking to the shadows as best he could. The palace door opened on a wide hallway with a vaulted ceiling and dozens of doors along the sides. Torches flickered on the walls, but the braziers between the doorways were unlit. He stroked the stubble on his chin, bemused. Things had changed in Archehan since he had last been here. Usually ambassadors and councillors discussing politics filled this hallway, servants bustling around them on various tasks, guards patrolling, noble women gossiping. Now it was dark, silent, and empty.

		He made his way to the end of the hallway, where a single large opening led to a staircase. This in turn split to either side, one set leading to the governmental part of the palace, the other to the ballrooms, bedchambers, garrison, and dining rooms. Azrael took the first and began to climb. Statues graced the alcoves along the walls, though in the near-pitch darkness, they were only shadowy figures with no clear details. Some of the alcoves were empty. They had once held the previous rulers of Renas, or perhaps philosophers who held ideals contrary to those of the empire. Who knows? And who cares? All that is about to change.

		There was a sound of someone slamming a door open in the entrance hall. Azrael backed into one of the empty alcoves, and a second later, a figure rushed past, a whir of cloth and a blast of wind. Azrael’s cloak followed in the draft, and he gripped it with his hand. But the figure was already out of sight, and the pattering footsteps disappeared as he left the shadows and then stepped back quickly.

		Because he heard two more sets of feet below.

		 

		* * *

		 

		Raziel followed the scribe for as long as he could, but the man was too fast, and Alicia was lagging. The sound of his shoes vanished after a few minutes of climbing stairs and scurrying through corridors. Alicia had managed to warn him of guards approaching, which was lucky, since he had been intent on rushing forward. The children had hidden behind furniture and around pillars, and so had gradually fallen behind.

		They entered the massive hallway of the palace, and Raziel held his breath as he listened. At first, he heard nothing but his racing heart, but after a moment, an echo of feet came from a large doorway at the end of the hall. He glanced at Alicia with raised eyebrows.

		“We’re not following him,” she said under her breath.

		“Ultio isn’t where I left him,” he replied.

		“What do you mean? How can you even know that?” The exasperation leaked through her voice, no matter how hard she tried to remain calm.

		“Since we left the dungeon, I’ve heard his voice. Ultio is here, in the palace.”

		Alicia sighed and looked toward the doorway that led outside. A sudden longing for freedom, peace, sleep, and escape grabbed hold of her mind. She turned back to Raziel, eyes pleading.

		“We don’t need to do this, Raziel.”

		“You decided to change your mind now?” he retorted. “Now, when everything we’ve travelled and worked for is right up there? After the damned staircase, after battles with banshees and soldiers, after building up my motivation every time I wanted to give up?”

		“I–I don’t know . . .”

		A silhouette in the doorway to their right interrupted them. Raziel stepped in front of Alicia, fists clenched, then relaxed as his brother spoke.

		“Raziel. You managed to escape.”

		“Yes, I did. What are you still doing here?” the boy asked.

		“Helping you,” Azrael stated. “We’re going to bring down the damned Rhotian Empire, once and for all. You and I, and . . . no, not her. She shouldn’t come with us.”

		Raziel frowned and stared at his brother. Azrael held something hidden underneath his cloak. Before he could speak, Alicia had gripped his arm, digging her nails into his skin. He turned to her.

		“He has the sword,” she whispered, terror rife in her voice.

		Suddenly, Raziel understood why his brother wouldn’t come closer. He understood why Azrael had said Alicia shouldn’t accompany them. He understood that his brother was under Ultio’s heel and had not heeded any of the warnings he had given him in the dungeons. He also recognised Alicia’s fear, and knew it rarely surfaced without cause.

		They faced a man trained and skilled in swordsmanship, with the most powerful sword ever forged. Ultio could finally be rid of his nemesis and the bearer who had abandoned it. It finally had a human who had the greed and lust for power to take up and submit to the blade’s evil influence completely and utterly.

		Ultio’s laughter bubbled up like an overflowing sewer. Flames danced their way up Raziel’s right arm, and he gripped it with his left, shunting off the warchild’s hand as he moved. Once upon a time, the sword had needed to be in his hand for it to torment him. Or had it? The possibility of insanity had never left in his mind. The pain in his arm, though . . .

		For the sword to do that from a distance horrified him.

		“And so you should be, Raziel,” the steel responded to his thoughts. “I once had an interesting talk with your girl there about souls. About the taste of human souls. Yes, raise your eyebrows, play the usual expressions that you humans do. It never fails to amuse me.”

		The blade laughed as Raziel swallowed hard and pieced everything together. The way Ultio had only spoken brokenly in the beginning, yet now spoke fluently. The blade’s increasing control and anger at Raziel’s insubordinate behaviour. Its growth in strength, how it once was simply steel, now glowed red hot whenever the fancy struck. And today, it was inflicting pain on its previous wielder from a distance.

		But the greatest piece of the puzzle was Raziel’s mind. The emotional wasteland that was his soul had only begun healing when the boy had rejected the blade. Gouging and tearing his soul to shreds, Ultio had fed upon him from the first moment, destroying the child to gain power. Hence, the blade’s anger at being discarded. Every moment Raziel had felt strong, had built up hope and resistance, his soul had healed. Which made it all the more appetising for the demon, who time and again and brought the boy to his knees in vicious attacks.

		“You ate me,” he growled between his clenched teeth. “You fed on me, weakened me even as you made promises to make me stronger. Empty prophecies and dead dreams. All lies.”

		“Not a word I have ever spoken has been untrue, boy,” the sword replied.

		“Raziel, who are you speaking to?” his brother asked, stepping forward.

		“Drop the blade, Azrael. Drop it. Now,” Raziel grunted as red pain burst into his arm again. “Now!”

		Azrael stepped back, gripping Ultio in his hand. He watched his brother collapse to his knees, then looked away, eyes distant. No one moved. Finally, with a nod, the mercenary turned and walked toward the stairway to the throne room.

		“Azrael!” Raziel roared with pain and anger in his voice.

		Azrael didn’t turn, simply kept walking with Ultio shimmering in the torchlight.

		The boy doubled up in pain. He no longer had the strength to speak, let alone shout. His left hand clamped on his arm, right beneath the shoulder. Clamp off the blood. No blood, no sensation, no pain. His teeth ground together in agony.

		The mercenary disappeared through the doorway, and Raziel found his thoughts focusing, the burning diffusing out of his arm. His forehead was cold, and he found he had bent over, kneeling with his head against the marble. With a grunt, he lifted himself and noticed the warchild’s arms were around him.

		“Thanks, I’ll be okay,” he said, rising to his feet as she let go. He brushed the hair from his face and turned to Alicia, locking eyes. She had to see his emotions to understand that he was just as afraid, and just as certain of the right thing to do. So, he looked, unblinking, and she stared back at him. Her bottom lip trembled for a second before she nodded.

		“Thank you for trusting me, Raziel—” she began when lightning flashed. The immediate thunder that followed shattered the windows high up in the hallway. Glass showered down, and the two children ducked under the open doorway as the shards crashed to the floor, each one of the thousand fragments splitting into a thousand more. Before either of them had time to draw a breath, a wailing shriek rode in on the wind. Alicia shivered.

		“I’ll protect you,” Raziel said. “I’ll kill every last one of them before they have a chance to touch you.”

		“Then let us go and finish this,” she replied.

		He grinned at her as they followed Azrael’s path up the staircase.

		 

		* * *

		 

		The throne room was dark, apart from the occasional flash of lightning and a candelabrum on each side of the throne. Rivulets of light ran across the intricate silver with each breath of wind, the candleflames flaring briefly before resuming their stillness. Guards in full plate stood stationed at the door and the throne. Adran sat with the empire’s sword bare across his knees, his bowed head resting on his hand.

		All his troubled thoughts came to a point. Rebellion in Rhotia, his recent actions in Archehan, the disruption of government, the strange children who had now disappeared. How had it all come to this? Peace had settled so swiftly after the war, and this small country had prospered under his reign. I tried to do good. And now I am a tyrant. I’m tired of it all. The blood and chaos must end.

		The door to the chamber burst open, and Adran knew exactly who had arrived. In a rare moment of clarity, he knew where his paranoia had come from. A certain man had planted a small, inconspicuous seed, and then, ever so gently, the man had watered and nurtured it into the twisted vine of his madness. Only someone who held a man’s trust could so influence a man. Whispered advice, gentle encouragement, and constant support in actions, which seemed—oh, seemed—so just, right, and good but were evil to the core.

		“And so, the viper approaches,” he whispered under his breath, “to offer the final, fatal drop of poison.”

		Scribe Shakran slowed his pace to a quick walk as he approached the throne. The emperor did not look up, did not move. Lightning broke the gloom with a sharp crack, delineating the entire room in the scribe’s mind. Twenty guards, paid from the empire’s treasury to be loyal to him, a lowly scribe. The empty remnant of a ruler wouldn’t even see it coming. He bowed, paying his final respects to a man he both loved and loathed. Under his cloak, he gripped a knife. Blood roared in his temples. Years of work, intrigue, bribery, and secrecy, all of it sitting on a fulcrum, a point of one single moment. Adrenaline rushed through him, flooding his senses. The turning of ages was upon the world, and he alone knew it.

		“Shakran.”

		The scribe lifted his head, then his chest, his joyous bow interrupted by the flat, atonal word.

		“Your Majesty,” he replied.

		“Shakran. Where are your scales?” The man on the throne did not move his hand from his forehead, but the scribe saw the reflection of candlelight on his eyes.

		“My scales?”

		The emperor said nothing.

		“I am not a merchant, my emperor. Nor a judge who serves justice.” He stopped talking. A strange sound had begun somewhere in the room. A soft, cracking sound that slowly grew louder. Twisting his head, he realised it was coming from the throne. The dry chuckle bubbled up, turning into a hearty laugh. The old man stepped back warily. Emperor Adran only laughed louder, finally lifting his head and looking directly at his servant. The hollow mirth continued.

		Shakran didn’t join in.

		“Oh, Scribe, you grow senile,” the emperor said, wiping his mouth with his hand and stifling his laughter. “Come, let the game end. Scales, old man. Is it such a riddle?”

		Shakran frowned. “I don’t follow. My apologies, emperor.”

		Adran rose, his blade in his right hand. He stood on the step of the throne and nodded to a guard. They turned, and Shakran watched as they lit torches. He watched as they moved about the room, lighting the braziers. Lightning flashed. The glass in the windows quaked as thunder boomed. But the scribe wasn’t looking at the windows. He was looking at the bodies arranged behind each brazier, intentionally placed so that the fires illuminated them. There were fifteen, each propped up by a pole and ropes. Seven along each side, and one at the far end of the hall.

		“The councillors,” he said.

		The guards resumed their places. The emperor and servant looked at each corpse in turn.

		“But . . . scales and the councillors?” the old man asked, turning back to Adran. “What is the connection? I am only a humble ser—”

		“A humble servant, yes. Enough of that,” the emperor interrupted, waving his free hand. “Ah, you are no fun. Then again, snakes never do make popular party guests, do they? These men, these traitors, as you so loyally pointed out to me before their death, they were snakes. Correct?”

		“If Your Majesty thinks so, then indeed.”

		“I do not think so. But I did. I won’t belabour this conversation any longer. You, a snake, a traitor, have influenced my rule to an incredible degree. And I acted, so I blame myself. This still leaves you, though. A liar. And like all liars, you strove to paint all those around you as liars. Because when we deem all those around us as false, and the relentless advice tells us this, we focus on them. Not on the voice declaiming them. Am I correct thus far?”

		The scribe didn’t move, he barely breathed.

		“Good choice of words, old man. Because I wouldn’t have believed you either way. You are the snake that has been poisoning this empire. I trusted you . . .” The emperor’s voice dwindled, and then in a louder voice breaking with emotion, he shouted, “I trusted you!”

		Stillness enveloped the throne room. The guards had placed their gauntleted hands on the pommels of their swords during the conversation, Shakran noticed. He still gripped the dagger under his cloak. His muscles tensed as he prepared to strike.

		A crash echoed through the room. All heads turned to see a figure standing in the doorway. The guards drew their swords. Azrael walked forward as lightning flashed. No one moved until he stepped into the light of the brazier before the first councillor’s body. He glanced at it as he moved past, then focused on the men before him. He stopped halfway down the room.

		“Swordslinger,” Adran began. “Are you here to take my throne as well?”

		The mercenary didn’t reply, and Shakran took it as his opportunity.

		“Guards, kill the emperor!”

		Adran grinned. “Scribe, you really are a fool. You think I didn’t see you coming? I asked the men with how much you had bribed them. They were willing enough to speak when those loyal to me offered to imprison or kill them. I doubled their pay. They were never really too keen on the idea in the first place, you see.”

		With a snarl, Shakran turned and leapt at the emperor, the steel of his dagger flashing in the firelight. Adran blocked the first strike with his sword, but the old man’s vaniah-enhanced speed let him recover quickly, and he drove the dagger to its hilt in his emperor’s gut. Time seemed to slow. Lightning painted a tragic tableau before the throne. Emperor Adran leaned forward slightly over his scribe’s shoulder. Blood dripped to the marble, the drops splashing blackly. Shakran pulled the blade out, then struck again. His eyes gleamed in mad fury as he pushed the emperor back onto his throne.

		“And so the empire falls,” Shakran said.

		The guards rushed forward with a unified roar. Shakran gripped the emperor’s hair and pulled his head back, holding the knife to his throat.

		“Back!” he shouted. “He lives yet, so retreat, or I will slit his throat!”

		The guards stopped in their tracks, unsure how to act without a commander. But Azrael continued his approach to the throne, steady and sure in his stride. Ultio’s hunger could be heard like the unsheathing of a blade, echoing through the chamber, and the guards backed away, muttering.

		“Mercenary,” Shakran whispered. “What is it you have there? Surely not—”

		“Old man, I come bearing death. For you.” His pace didn’t slow or quicken.

		“You brought me the sword? But why?” Shakran stepped away from the throne, letting the emperor’s head drop to his chest.

		Ultio’s hissing laughter grew greater, and he began to speak. “Scribe? I can see your soul, and I know your lineage. A servile, pitiful lineage, but one of your ancestors who rose above it. Not by taking his freedom, but by making another his servant. For centuries I have dwelt in this hunk of steel. One of your kin was in here with me, but he didn’t survive long. I see fools only breed fools. Well, let it end here. Your blood will paint this floor, and you shall know your true master.”

		Raziel and Alicia stepped into the throne room. No one noticed them, apart from Ultio, but he chose to ignore them.

		“Why are we just standing here?” one of the emperor’s guards finally said. Only Shakran and Azrael had heard Ultio speak. “This bastard killed our emperor!” The guard stepped forward, swinging his sword. The scribe buried the knife in his throat before he could finish the attack. The other guards rushed forward, shouting in outrage.

		“Azrael!” Ultio roared. “He is mine.”

		The swordslinger dashed forward, striking at the nearest guard’s shoulder, lopping his arm off with one slice. Shakran spun past another’s sword and rammed his blade deep into the man’s armpit. Azrael moved toward his target, killing his way through the confused group of men.

		Raziel watched as the blood-frenzy he knew too well gripped his brother. Ultio knew exactly how to manipulate men and turn them into killing machines. He ran forward, forgetting about Alicia, knowing only that he had to save his brother before things got out of hand. Sliding across the bloodied marble, he ducked and picked up one of the discarded swords. It felt unfamiliar, but he had trained long enough to not require Ultio’s guidance. Rising, he saw Azrael and Shakran had slaughtered almost all the men. The last two charged toward his brother, who spun with Ultio outstretched. Lightning struck, highlighting the dual arcs of blood that flew from the guards’ necks. Thunder rattled the windows.

		Azrael stood before the scribe, breathing heavily. Raziel approached slowly, but felt Alicia grasp his arm. He looked around.

		She shook her head. “We need to be careful.”

		Shakran leaned to the side, peering past Azrael. A smile spread across his wrinkled features that were spattered with blood.

		“Ah, and there you are, children. One happy family. Ultio, the boy, and the warchild. Surprised the banshees haven’t finished you off, warchild. They really can be a pain to your sort.”

		Azrael didn’t take his eyes from the old man. Only one person stood in his path to the throne. The man was fast, but Ultio was faster.

		Let him have his little speech. It would be his last.

		“Boy, you brought me the sword I have dreamed of since I was a child. Well, you carried it for most of its journey, and this mercenary delivered. May I ask, out of professional, historical curiosity, where you found it?”

		“In a tomb,” Raziel replied through gritted teeth. “Like the place in which you’ll be resting shortly.”

		“Feisty, no wonder the blade chose you.” The old man laughed. “Well, I’ve been hearing a cry on the wind for the last hour or so. Several cries, in fact. They’re coming for you, girl. I have no fear of the creatures, these banshees, as you Renar call them. Indeed, I have a few in my possession. I managed to create a hybrid man-banshee. Only one. He never returned from his assignment, which I assume I have you”—he nodded at Raziel—“to thank for. Years of work, boy. But all’s well that ends well. They’ll destroy you all, leave Ultio for me to pluck out of Azrael the mercenary’s dead fingers, and this world will be renewed.”

		Azrael lifted his sword to strike the old man down, but too late. A glistening sword point pierced through the scribe’s chest from behind. The emperor’s pale face appeared above his servant’s shoulder.

		“You dream, old man,” Adran whispered before kneeling under the scribe’s dead weight on his sword.

		Ultio flared red. A human had snatched his morsel away. With a quick horizontal stroke, Azrael cut off the emperor’s head. The head fell to the ground, splashing in the ocean of scarlet on the marble. His body collapsed a second afterward, the royal-blue cloak covering it like a shroud, soaking up the blood. Azrael spun the blade in his hand, smiling grimly. He turned to his brother and the warchild.

		“The bad guys always talk a lot, don’t they?” He noticed Raziel wasn’t smiling, and in an attempt to cheer him, he smiled even wider. “Come now! Why the serious faces? You wanted the emperor dead, and there he lies. You wanted this scribe dead, as did I. He is dead. And now we can rule Renas justly and peacefully. The new royal family! You’ll be a prince, Raziel. We’ve certainly worked hard for it, you and I.”

		The light in his eyes faded. His smile faltered and died. He frowned, blinked, and looked bewildered. Raziel turned and saw Alicia staring at Azrael. Her eyes were wide, mouth set in a firm line. He stood still, uncertain how to act. The warchild was entirely focused, and her dress shimmered with faint white light.

		“Azrael,” she forced out through clenched teeth. “Drop the sword.”

		Raziel turned and watched his brother’s fingers slowly opening, then stop.

		“Drop the blade,” Alicia growled, brow furrowed, her pale face sheened with sweat.

		“Do not play with my wielder,” Ultio said.

		“Raziel. Stop gawking. Do something,” Alicia muttered under her breath. “He’s too strong.”

		Raziel walked forward, ensuring to take short strides so as not to slip in the gore. Azrael’s eyes fixated on the warchild’s. His hand was quivering, but Ultio remained where he was. The boy lifted his blade to his brother’s throat, the point digging into the muscle of his neck.

		“Azrael, drop that cursed demon,” he pleaded in a whisper.

		Ultio flared with red-orange light.

		“He cannot hear you, skret. Or rather, he can, but he won’t obey. He is mine. And besides, after what I have to tell, he’ll most likely kill you, too. By choice.”

		“I am no longer your thrall,” Raziel stated. “Be still.”

		“Be still, you say. Like your family? Like the memories you have buried of them. Indeed, I was quite impressed with your denial at first, and it was a fine tool. But now I grow weary of it. I might have told you long ago, but I was using you. A child filled with despair without a taste for vengeance is a waste.”

		“I don’t want to hear it,” Raziel replied.

		“You don’t know how much you mean those words, boy. Remember when you returned home that evening? We had been practising in the forest, fun little games, attacking people who weren’t there, dancing around with a sword you barely knew how to wield. You hadn’t taken a life yet, so innocent and pure and absolutely nauseating you were.”

		“I remember,” Raziel whispered as the doors of memory opened in his mind.

		“Indeed, you remember everything. Some things are easier for you humans to hide. Emotional guards or some such nonsense. So, you returned home, and who was there to greet you?”

		Raziel grimaced, his hand gripping the blade to his brother’s throat tighter. Another door opened, and in his mind’s eye he saw faces.

		“Fatherless children,” he muttered. “A pack of orphans who bullied me. He wanted to have my sword. You.”

		“Yes. What happened next, my thrall?”

		“We began to fight. I wounded the leader. Father . . . Father came, Mother at his side. He was shouting. Asking again and again that I stop.” Raziel’s hands were shaking. Doors crashed open in his mind, one after the other, faster and faster. “When I didn’t reply, he grabbed me. No, it wasn’t like that.”

		“It was precisely like that. Speak louder, skret. I want your precious warchild to hear this, too.”

		Tears began to stream down the boy’s cheeks, his mouth stuck in a crying scream as the doors kept opening, so many of them. Too many.

		“Speak!” Ultio roared.

		“He raised his hand to take you away,” Raziel blurted. “And he struck me. Once.” His voice broke into sobs until pain flared through his veins, forcing him to obey. “I . . . No. It’s a lie! You’re lying!”

		“I cannot influence your memories,” Ultio replied mockingly. “The only liar here is yourself. Speak, you filthy slave. Let us know who your very first kill was!”

		“My father!” Raziel cried, dropping his sword, arms dangling at his side, cheeks wet. “I struck out without thinking. I was angry. Then—” The rest of the doors opened with a final slam. “I saw Mother lay beside him. I hadn’t seen her beside him.” His voice became flat and dead. “She screamed, but before I had knelt, she was dead. And the lantern she had held had shattered against our home. I never meant to . . .”

		Ultio roared with laughter, drowning out the rest of Raziel’s words. His laughter only increased as he spoke. “And you stood there with me in your arms, crying and hugging me close and whispering how I was your only friend as your home burnt to the ground behind you. Hell, it was glorious. You made me proud that day, one of the few emotions you humans have that I can respect.”

		Raziel lifted his palms to his eyes, collapsing into the blood on the floor. Tears ran between his fingers and dripped down into the blood, disappearing as his innocence had in the fire that night.

		Alicia let go of Azrael’s overwhelming emotions. Too much of Ultio seeped into them, and the darkness which lay there was too deep to breathe in. She knew now how to destroy the blade. It filled her with terror, but her path was clear. She stepped forward into the pool of blood, her bare feet sending thick ripples along it.

		Azrael staggered back as his emotions returned. His eyes focused and he lowered Ultio to his brother’s bowed head. He didn’t know how to express his anger. Shouting was not enough. Killing him wasn’t enough.

		“Killing him is plenty enough,” Ultio said. “Your brother slaughtered your entire family. You’re a man of principle. Follow through with it.”

		He found himself raising Ultio above his head, his muscles acting without any disturbance of thought. Only justice would appease his fury. He knew this, deep down. And while his rational mind and his fraternal emotions clamoured for forgiveness and pity, he continued to raise the blade. One strike, and all this would be over.

		“Raziel!”

		Alicia’s scream broke the boy’s stupor, and he grabbed and thrust his sword above him as Azrael brought Ultio down in a vicious sweep. Steel clashed against steel as Raziel directed the fatal blow away from himself and down to the floor. Azrael slipped and fell to one knee, screaming in pain as something cracked. Raziel leapt at him and drove him down onto his back, his blade to his brother’s throat.

		“Drop it.”

		“You skret!” Azrael spat in his face. “Kill me, too? Is that your plan? Finish what you started?”

		Raziel hesitated, but held his brother down. Azrael’s eyes were burning with a mad fury he knew all too well. His brother would kill him as soon as he rose. Ultio had taken over his mind, brought his soul down to a crumbling wasteland. Raziel could never let that happen. His brother was too proud, too resentful, too lustful to discard the demon. Archehan and the entire world would become that wasteland. Ultio would reign supreme and every family would die under his command.

		He pushed down on the blade, one hand on the hilt, one on the blade itself. Forcing it inch by inch, he severed his brother’s head, with Ultio laughing in his mind, echoing in a hateful crescendo of madness. Blood spurted all over the boy’s face.

		At the last moment, Azrael’s eyes filled with fear and confusion. He couldn’t speak, but Raziel needed no words.

		He had just fulfilled Ultio’s plan.

		The steel clinked against the marble.

		The only sound was the rain against the windows, and Alicia’s crying. Raziel kneeled over his brother, still gripping the sword. The hand holding the blade was cut deeply, and his blood dripped down, mixing with his brother’s. There was no pain, or none that registered in his mind—only deep silence. Time didn’t exist any longer. This moment would stretch into eons, nothing would move, and nothing would change. That sobbing sound mixed with the rain was all he would hear. His dead brother was all he would see. He would never feel again, only kneel here, contemplating all these things, wondering how it had come to this. He would remember his family dying, repeatedly. Those doors in his mind were irrevocably opened, never to be shut again. The journey had led to this single point in time, and it was over now.

		Perhaps this was hell. Maybe his soul could bear no more, had plunged into the dark crevasse of his mind, and would be trapped in this moment for eternity. That was okay. He deserved every bit of this pain.

		“No, Raziel,” a steely voice whispered. “You really think you can get off that easy?”

		The demon sword.

		Ultio.

		Raziel’s quest for revenge wasn’t done yet.

		“Raziel,” Alicia said, touching his shoulder. He shuddered, dropping the sword and slipping in the blood.

		“Don’t touch me. Don’t.”

		“Raziel,” she said. “Let’s finish—”

		He screamed in rage and leapt toward Ultio. Alicia tried to catch his clothes as he passed, but only managed to slip and fall into the same bloody mess. More lightning struck, more thunder crashed through the night. Windows shattered as hundreds of banshees shrieked their way into the throne room.

		Raziel gripped Ultio and curled into the foetal position as pain tore through his body. His muscles spasmed, but he couldn’t scream, couldn’t breathe. Every cell seemed alive with fire and anguish. He tasted blood, heard the banshees, but couldn’t process anything except the complete and utter agony in his body.

		As suddenly as it began, it was gone. He opened his eyes, blinking away the blood and tears. He saw Alicia standing above him, Ultio in her hands, in front of a background of black, fluttering wings and shrieking shadows.

		When she looked in his eyes, he was filled with calm. She hadn’t stripped his emotions, but had simply given him all her goodness. Anger, fear, pain, it was all flooded with an infinite peace. He watched as she hugged the blade to herself, looked at it, and took in the darkness. Pain filled her features, like a mirror cracking. It seemed to last a lifetime, but he was powerless to move, to save her from destroying the blade. Then her features returned to normal, and her skin lit up with that white light he had seen earlier. As she took in the last dark drop of energy from the blade, she looked back at Raziel with the same peace he felt.

		Her words were a whisper on the air.

		“I love you.”

		 

		* * *

		 

		Raziel woke hours later. The floor was sticky, and his body ached. He tried opening his eyes, but the effort sent a spike of pain through his head. So, he lay awhile longer, trying to breathe and pray the cramps in his muscles away.

		He awoke again, not remembering when he had fallen unconscious. This time he could open his eyes. Alicia lay before him, face turned away, clothes half-red, half-white. She won’t be happy with those stains, he thought to himself. She’ll probably lecture me for getting her dress dirty. He began to smile, but it turned into a grimace as his cheek tore free from the dried blood. Grunting, he lifted himself to his hands and knees.

		“Alicia,” he said. “Alicia, we did it.”

		She didn’t respond, so he leant over and shook her shoulder gently.

		She was ice cold.

		He crawled over, clothes ripping free from the blood, and turned her over. Her once-pale features were now white, cold. Dead. Her dark hair spread across the floor, and her eyes were closed. The light of her skin was gone. Everything was gone. He collapsed as the weight of his misery enveloped him. Joy and hope died in that instant, and he lay there, face dark crimson with his brother’s blood.

		Is this my hell, Ultio? Is this what you meant? He tried to cry, desperately needed to cry, but nothing happened. He threw back his head and screamed, screamed until his voice was hoarse, kept screaming till it cracked and he tasted blood in the back of his mouth. But he still couldn’t cry. He never would again.

		After a while, he found himself brushing Alicia’s hair with his fingers, trying to get it away from the dried blood on the floor. He didn’t know how long he had been sitting there. Slipping his hands under her shoulders and knees, he carried her to a clean patch of marble and laid her down, her arms at her sides. There was no ceremony to it, no meaningless words or motions. Only a fourteen-year-old boy trying to grieve.

		Black feathers fluttered about the throne room, he noticed, blowing in the morning wind. The banshees must have vanished when she did. So be it. Nothing mattered anymore. He lay down beside Alicia and kept her company.

		

	
		Epilogue

		 

		The rain had passed. The sun shone down on Archehan. Raziel walked out of the palace, carrying Alicia. The sword, which had once held a demon but was now only a piece of steel, hung over his back. The guards didn’t stop the boy, seeing him drenched in blood from head to toe. Those dead eyes, staring straight ahead without seeing were enough to dissuade anyone from interfering.

		Gossip spread like wildfire in a matter of minutes, and Raziel heard people cursing him as he laid Alicia’s body across the back of a horse. He would bury her by the woods at the top of the Wyvern’s Way. She would have liked that.

		“A curse upon you, and all your kin!” someone screamed.

		What kin? he thought, fixing the length of the stirrups.

		“You’ve destroyed this land! Traitor!” another shouted.

		And so, the prophecy was true. Ultio said I would be their saviour and their curse.

		“Whose blood is that? The emperor’s? Son of a bitch.”

		It’s my brother’s. I killed him, and all my family.

		“Look, he carries his sword proudly. Monster!”

		A nightmare to tell their children, Ultio had said. That’s what I am now. I carry this sword so I never forget that.

		“Never come here again!”

		I never will. I’m an outcast now. And rightly so. He lifted himself onto the horse and set off.

		“Vile creature, still drenched in the blood of our gracious emperor!”

		The shouts and curses—always thrown from a wary distance, he noticed—continued until he left the capital. He rode without stopping until he reached the woods at the top of the cliffs. As night settled, he lit a fire. With his hands, he dug a grave as deep as he could. The shadows under the trees didn’t worry him. He only had one shadow to bear now, and it would haunt him for the rest of his life. He buried Alicia and laid flowers on her grave. He sobbed drily but drew no tears.

		The next day he rode south, skirting around villages and hamlets, avoiding people. The sun was hot, but it didn’t bother him. The blood flaked off his skin, and he washed the rest off in a stream sometime after noon.

		Near evening, Raziel heard a quiet tune playing as he rode through a field. It was a very calming melody, like a flute, and he looked around for the player. But he saw no one. He closed his eyes and focused. He sat, confused for a second, then smiled.

		The tune was coming from his own soul.
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		Glossary

		Skret   - Renar curse word

		Faan   - Rhotian term for ‘teenager’ or ‘naïve youth’

		Han   - Renar word for ‘town’ or ‘village’

		Tan   - Rhotian word for ‘town’ or ‘village’

		Haskir   - A smoking-drug that dulls pain, long-term fatal

		Vaniah   - An inhaled drug that quickens reactions
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		You can read the opening to the sequel, A Canticle for the Fallen below. Enjoy!

		

	
		Chapter One

		 

		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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