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      Prologue

      No more would the boy lament his lot. From that day forth, he would stand resolute, no matter what cruelties fate dealt him or what scorn fell upon him. Whether that made him stronger or weaker, even he did not know. He had no time to consider the answer. Every moment spent thinking about it was another miracle left unworked, one more grain of happiness that slipped through his fingers and scattered before him on the wind.

      To that end, he abandoned hope.

      If wishes and prayers would not avail him, he would cast aside his ideals and look reality in the eye. The heavens held no salvation. There was only one way: to cloak his heart in cruelty and bring about the miracles he sought with his own hands. To receive charity was indolence. To grow dependent was death. He would grasp what he needed and take it for himself by strength of arm. The defeated forfeited all they had. The victor took all. That, he now knew, was the way of the world.

      And so he sought power. He crawled on his belly through the muck, enduring shame and disgrace, pursuing the realism that would grant his vision. He struggled through the mire of his own dream, sustained by thoughts of his companions’ shining ideals. And at long last, he found it: a blackness darker than midnight, a shadow more brilliant than dawn.

      “At last... I’ll find what I’ve been looking for...”

      Narrowing his eyes against the light, the boy walked an unseen road. Not long now, he knew. Soon, he would have everything he wanted.

      “You will find nothing,” a voice replied.

      Its words slid from the boy’s ears like water. “It’s there. I know it. The world I wished for...”

      The voice sighed in disappointment. When it spoke next, it was to utter words the boy would remember until the day he died.

      “Tell me,” it said. “What do you know of despair?”

      And the world of his dreams ran pitch-black.

      Chapter 1: Five High Generals

      A charred stench filled the air. Crimson flames set the night ablaze as they spread unabated. Black smoke rose from the walls, and burning shapes tumbled from within, their bestial howls promptly swallowed by the noise of battle. Yet the melee in the burning fort was not fought between beasts, but soldiers: men and women who dealt in death. Once one foe lay still before them, they looked around for the next with blood-crazed eyes, brandishing their swords with wild abandon as they charged back into the fray.

      On the battlefield, it was kill or be killed. The combatants thought only of living to see the sunrise. Survival instincts left no room for good conscience. What they deemed a foe, they pounced on like rabid dogs. No rationality stayed their blades. They killed without hesitation, surely and deliberately, loosing cries of elation as they snuffed out their foes’ last breaths.

      “A sight to set the heart aflutter.”
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