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Chapter 1

“General, the...the king requires you!”

Julana didn't need to look up from the document she'd been reading to know who was 

addressing her. “A moment, Hostis, and I'll be free to tend the king's request. I don't suppose His 

Majesty told you what he needs to talk to me about?”

When Hostis didn't respond, Julana put a finger down on the document and glanced at the man 

standing in the doorway. Hostis had been with her for years beyond memory, and he had never been 

one to remain silent when she asked him something. Now he stood, face averted, like a boy caught 

stealing apples from a prize tree. Perhaps he sensed her attention, for Hostis faced her full, straightened,

and addressed her directly.

“I'm sorry, General, but the king was very specific. He desires your presence immediately, and 

he commanded me to escort you to him.”

Julana sensed something off with her subordinate, that he was under pressure, and had no desire

to add to a good man's discomfort. “Then let me mark my spot in this interminable mess, and I'll be 

with you. There is no document more likely to confuse a mortal than the pay book of a legion.” Julana 

picked up a small carved bone page marker and laid it under the line she'd been reading. Confident that 

she could find her place again after the meeting, Julana, Commanding General of the Kingdom of 

'Lasiandre s armies, rose, stretching as she did.

She didn't have much to stretch. Hostis was considered short among her troops, but her head 

barely reached his shoulders. She knew her soldiers followed her because she could be a demon when 

fighting, and she'd never desert a fellow soldier, not for her size. Rounding her desk, she approached 

Hostis before addressing him.

“Where does the king demand my presence, Centus Hostis? Or has the king ordered you to keep

me in the dark?”
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“General, he awaits you in the throne room.”

Hostis led the way, taking the shortest route from her office to the central part of the palace 

across a small parade ground. Normally, the latest crop of new soldiers should have been drilling here, 

but the area was deserted. Where are they? Have the drill instructors taken them on a route march 

without telling me? she wondered as she entered a small side door that would take them by discrete 

back halls to the throne room.

Julana stepped through another small side door that opened into the vaulted expanse of the 

throne room. She had always thought it the most beautiful room in the palace with it's high ceiling and 

vast windows filled with glass. Now, it was empty but for a two lines of the King's Own Guard lining 

the approach to the dais where the king sat. King Zerus, the man she had helped raise to his throne, sat 

upon his magnificent throne, his shoulders hunched forward and the Crown of State resting atop his 

head. She moved to approach the throne down the avenue of waiting guards. The room seemed almost 

stiflingly silent, not a single person murmured as she moved forward. Julana had not covered half the 

distance to Zerus when she heard him cry out.

“Ring formation!”

The Guard troops moved, those behind and in front of her jogging to close the circle around her.

By themselves, any one of the Guards was a formidable foe. Julana knew they had all sworn to give 

their lives to defend their king, but she also knew she could take any two of them, even unarmed. But 

surrounded now by a bristling ring of a dozen drawn swords, she halted, knowing any resistance would 

be suicide. She turned her attention towards the king, and found him glaring at her. He held her stare 

for a moment, then with a wave of his hand, summoned his chamberlain.

Like Julana, old Loust had been with the king since he was a dispossessed bastard trying to 

claim his father's throne. Now the old man refused to meet her eyes, or even to acknowledge her 

presence. He began to speak in his deep, sonorous voice, and Julana could not believe what he said.
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“Julana, daughter of Kerman, you stand here charged with treason against the realm, and against

your sovereign lord, King Zerus. How do you answer these charges?”

“I answer that they are false! I have been, and will always remain, loyal to my lord, King Zerus!

Who brings these charges against me? I claim the right to know who so slanders my good name!”

The room went silent again, and more than one of the soldiers around Julana turned their faces 

away, like they were ashamed to be present. Then a figure stepped from behind the throne. Julana didn't

immediately recognize the man, his dress and demeanor had so changed since the last time she'd 

encountered him.

“I Gorm, accuse you! I accuse you of leading men astray, of forcing them to follow the orders of

an inferior creature, a woman, and of turning the army against the will of your rightful liege lord, 

Zerus!”

Julana remembered him now, a self-described prophet claiming to speak for the obscure god he 

followed. He'd come to the army when it had been camped outside the citadel of Orsmon, claiming the 

siege offended against his god. Julana had suspected he had been sent by Petran, the king who ruled 

from Orsmon, to disrupt the camp and had him run off. That was when she'd learned there were 

members of her army who listened to his rantings. Several had come to her attention when they'd been 

foolish enough to speak openly against the order. Then, Gorm had been an unshaved vagabond of a 

man in a filthy, ragged cloak. Now, he stood, a sleek and cultivated-looking creature, clearly 

comfortable to be next to the king.

The king had sat, silent as the stones in floor, through this absurd statement. Now, he spoke. 

“Julana, you have heard the charges, and you have seen he who accuses you. How do you answer these 

charges?”

“Majesty, I say again these charges are false! You know better than anyone that I have served 

you faithfully all these years. Was I not the first to rally to you, to support you when you chose to rise 
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against the rule of your fool of a half-brother? How can you believe such mad charges?”

Gorm leaned close to the king's head, and Julana saw Zerus lean towards the priest.

“You see, Majesty, it is as I told you! She will lie, even when the truth of her actions is 

presented to her!  She still hopes to use you as a puppet to seize the kingdom for herself! She would 

supplant you on the throne, using the power of the army she commands to make herself ruler of this 

kingdom.”

“Majesty, no! This is madness! I have never….”

“Silence!”

The shout, nearly a scream, from Zerus stunned Julana more than any blow could have. The 

king focused on her, and she saw nothing but hatred in the eyes of the man she had served. He leaned 

forward in his throne, and there  no friendship, or even respect, in his voice.

“Do no lie to me, woman! You command the army, and I have long suspected my army respects 

not their liege lord, but you. But I will not be overthrown as my half-brother was! No. With good 

Gorm's advice, I have seen through your treachery, and I will put an end to it, now!”

The king stopped, and drew a breath as he leaned back. When he spoke again, there was no 

anger in his voice. No, he was a man saying something he had decided long ago.

“As lord of this realm, I find Julana, daughter of Kerman, guilty of treason to the kingdom and 

to her sworn liege lord. I hereby strip you of command, and as these charges are punishable by death, I 

order your execution. But because of your service to this crown and kingdom, I will not condemn you 

to the humiliation of the block or the rope. I hereby order that your soul be stripped from your body by 

the court mage, and imprisoned within the magical blade you have so long carried. Your body shall be 

burned at the stake so there is no chance of your soul returning to it. This will also serve as a warning: 

no one will take this kingdom, nor any part of it, away from me. I also declare that, from this day forth, 

any woman who learns the arts of war, and anyone who teaches them those skills, shall be put to death!
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I, Zerus, king, do so decree it.”

Julana was taken to the workshop of Castros, the court mage. The old man wasn't present, but 

one of the Guards left, returning, almost dragging, the old man through a side door. Like the soldiers in 

the throne room, Castros wouldn't look her in the eye as he approached. He addressed the man who'd 

brought him in a voice loud enough for his fellows to hear. “If you want me to do magic, you'd do well 

to stay back. The lot of you, go stand by the wall so I can do what needs doing.”

As they moved away, Julana tensed, ready to run. Castros raised his hand and her limbs froze. 

The mage came to stand in front of her, and looked her in the eye. Those old eyes filled with tears as he

did, and in a low whisper, he spoke to her.

“I am so sorry, my old friend. Even I did not know the king had decided act against you until 

this morning. I do not want to do this!  I know you are an honorable person...but Gorm has my 

granddaughter! The things he threatens to do to her, a child of only ten summers… So I must do this, 

to save her, and in the hope I can persuade the king to abandon the folly of following Gorm!”

Julana tried, and found she could still speak. “Castros, I never knew Gorm was in the palace! 

How did that he come to be here, to have the king's ear?”

“I don't know. I've heard some of the troops spread his mad ideas to others. Some say he gained 

the ear of one of the king's guards, and used that to gain the in king's attention. Now he stands at the 

king's right hand, and anyone who speaks against him is either banished or put to death.” Castros 

stopped, shook his head, and continued almost as if speaking to himself. “I always suspected the king 

harbored a deep jealousy towards you, that he feared being deposed as he had the previous king. But 

this...this I never foresaw.”

Footsteps behind her, and the suddenly rigid stance of the Guard troopers, told her that the king 

had entered the building. Castros stepped back, bowing as he did so, and the king came into view. He 

had put aside his grand crown, and stood bare-headed before her, holding Cleaver, the magical sword 
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she had carried through hundreds of battles. He ran his eyes over her, a cold sneer fixed on his face.

“So, oh mighty general, how does it feel to be brought to justice at last? To see your plots 

brought to light?”

“Majesty, I tell you again, I have no designs on your throne! Your mind has been poisoned by 

that vagabond priest. I swear, on my honor and my life, that I have no desire to rule this kingdom!”

A cold, soft chuckle came from behind her, and Gorm moved into view. “See, Majesty, she still 

lies! Listen not to her, Majesty, for she will say anything to save her miserable life in hopes of 

supplanting you on the throne.”

“You speak the truth, Gorm. She would plant the idea that she, or any other woman, is as good 

as I or any man. That idea must die, today! Here, mage, is the sword you forged for her. I command 

you to place her soul within it.” The king stopped and a smile spreading across his face. “But I think, 

mage, you should command it to transform one final time before you do so. A traitor does not deserve 

to be imprisoned in such a magnificent weapon.”

The king held out the sword, and Castros took it with unconcealed reluctance. He held the 

weapon high, and in a commanding voice, addressed it.

“Cleaver, sword of Julana, general of the armies, I Castros, your maker, command you to 

respond.”

The space echoed with the voice Julana had heard in her mind as she'd wielded Cleaver.

“I hear and obey, my maker! What bid you me to do?”

“Transform, my creation, into an honor blade, and remain in that shape until another may come 

to command you otherwise.”

“I hear, my maker, and I obey!”

Even as the voice echoed off the walls, the sword twisted, shrank, and with it's sheath, assume 

the shape of that least of all weapons a soldier carried, the blade of honor, intended to take life when 
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wounds meant life could not continue. The change complete, Castros stepped close to Julana and laid 

the blade upon the floor before her, then he addressed Zerus and Gorm.

“Majesty, sir priest, please stand by the guards so you may be safe when I cast the spell.”

The king moved to step away, but not Gorm. He moved closer the mage, leaning in speak to 

him. “Remember, mage, my followers hold your granddaughter. You would not wish for them to take 

their vengeance for the sin of this creature on her, would you?” The old mage glared at the priest, then 

lowered his eyes and shook his head without speaking. “Good. Now, I have consulted with our experts 

in magic, and they have contrived the curse to bind this woman's soul to your blade.” He produced a 

small sealed scroll from inside his robe and handed it over.

Castros broke the seal and scanned the parchment, his eyes opening wider as he read. He raised 

his eyes and looked directly at Gorm. “I know not who you consulted for this spell, but they have a 

deep grasp of dark magic. You should be careful in your dealings with them, for a person who could 

conceive of such a curse would not hesitate to kill you or anyone else.”

Gorm chuckled again, and Julana knew he'd no need to consult a mage to draft the curse that so 

shocked Castros...no, he'd formulated it himself. Is that how he drew the king under his influence, by 

magic? If that's the case….

Julana had no chance to finish the thought. Gorm took two surprisingly long stride to take up a 

place beside the king. The moment he stopped, Castros raised his hands and spoke in a voice that filled 

the space like a thunderstorm.

God and spirits and all things magical.

I call you to my bidding!

Take from this body,

the soul that gives it consciousness and life.

Julana went from staring at the mage to floating above the scene, watching her body slump 
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forward. She felt no pain, just disorientation. Then Castros began speaking again, and the pain came.

I Castros command the soul of Julana, daughter of Kerman,

To join with this object

Cleaver, sword of my making!

I join you with this blade,

until the day comes,

when a woman of your blood may rise,

and with this blade,

frees a kingdom from a tyrant.

Julana felt as if her body were being immersed in molten metal. She tried to scream, but found 

no voice to scream with. As quickly as it began, the pain  faded, leaving a complete loss of all 

sensation.

Then, like a hint of a breeze, Julana felt a presence. She heard, as if someone were whispering 

inside her head, the voice of the sword's demon.

“I know you...you who once commanded me. How come you to be here?”

Julana had no idea how to speak, to express herself, to do anything more than listen. The demon

spoke again, addressing her as if she had voiced her fears.

“I can hear your thoughts, just as you can hear mine, Wielder. I ask you again: How came you 

here?”

Julana had no sense of anger in the demon's question, just an honest curiosity. She tried to frame

what had happened to her into a statement, but again the demon read her thoughts.

“So the Wielder was herself just an instrument, a tool to be used by someone else, and cast aside

when no longer needed? I pity you. I at least knew what I would become, and accepted the bargain 

gladly. You did not know your purpose until this moment, nor comprehend your fate.”



The Haunted Blade
9

Julana had known her sword's ability to transform into any weapon she desired came from the 

demon trapped inside it, but had never known that a bargain had been struck with that creature. Now, 

she framed her thoughts into a question. “What is this bargain you speak of?”

After a moment of blankness, as if the demon could not believe what she'd said, it spoke again. 

“The mage never told you, did he? What I had demanded to serve him, to serve you? Oh, human child, 

you have been deceived at every turn. I served you because the mage granted me the soul of every 

person you killed with me. As they died, I drank their souls and fed on their fear, their pain, their regret.

Did you never wonder at my eagerness when you drew me in battle? I knew every one of those battles 

would be a feast for me!”

Julana was stunned. Could it be true? Had every warrior she'd ever vanquished become nothing 

more than fodder for a demon? And if it were true, would it not stain her own soul? The voice 

addressed her again, not the voice of the demon ready for battle, or the servant waiting for command, 

but the voice of pity.

“Wielder, worry not. You struck down those who opposed you out of loyalty and duty, which 

brings no stain to your soul.”

“But how can you be so sure? Won't my gods hold me as guilty as if I knew what happened to 

those people's souls?”

Julana had never heard the demon laugh, but she did now, and wished she'd never heard that 

cold, heartless sound. “Mortal child, if the human soul were to bear the weight of the sins it had 

committed without thought, Hell would be full and Heaven empty. Humans trespass against their gods 

in every act, with no thought of wrong or right until they are forced to see their errors.”

Julana wanted to dismiss the demon's statement, but as she thought about it, knew it was true. 

She had done things in war that would be an abomination any other time, and felt no guilt for her 

actions. As she mused over the idea, she sensed a disturbance, like someone had entered her presence. 
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Then she heard the voice of Gorm.

“So, woman, how do you like your prison? Do you enjoy the company? If not...good! This is 

where you will reside for eternity. I will see that no woman will ever dare to rise up against a man. The 

king has already ordered the women you contaminated with your ideas rounded up. They, and anyone 

who dares speak for them, will die. All this will serve to wipe the stain of your perverted life from 

history. Now, suffer a life eternal, with nothing to keep you company but a demon!”

Then, the presence vanished, and the light less night enfolded her. Into that terrible silence, the 

demon's voice came again.

“Do not despair, Wielder. You are free, prisoner only to the magic that binds you to the 

substance of this blade. If the curse be broken, if another woman of your blood wields us and frees a 

kingdom, you will be free.”

She wondered at the demon's statement. “A woman of my blood? How can that happen? I have 

no children, how can one of my blood arise?”

“Blood is blood, Wielder. I can be commanded by any woman who shares your blood, no matter

how far removed.”

“But why must it be a woman of my blood?”

“Remember you not, the day I was given to you?”

Like a vision, the moment came to her. Kneeling before Zerus to receive the dreadful weapon he

had commissioned for her. Castros speaking of the bond between warrior and weapon. The final act, 

taking the naked blade in her hands, her surprise at how easily the edge had sliced open her calloused 

palms…

“Yes, Wielder, in that moment, I tasted your blood, and we were joined. I know the taste, the 

very essence, of your blood. Any woman who shares that blood can command me. So have patience, 

Wielder, and hope your gods know mercy. For if they do, you may yet escape this prison and know the 
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afterlife.”

“But how long will it be? How long before someone of my family finds us? And how can I 

survive so long here, in this place of nothingness?”

“Wielder, will you trust me now as you trusted me on the battlefield? I have the power to make 

your soul sleep, to make the years pass as if in a dream. But to do this, you must trust me, for I cannot 

force you into that state of slumber. Will you place your trust in me now?”

It was a thin thread to hang her hopes upon, but Julana clung to it, hoping against hope the day 

would come when she could escape from her dark prison. “I will. Help me, faithful servant, to bide the 

time until I may be set free.”

“Human child, you have never lacked courage. Now, sleep. I will awake you when the time is 

right. Sleep, and hope for freedom.” As the demon spoke  a music arose, made not of voices but pure 

sound. It washed over Julana and her soul seemed to float away, carried on that tide of sound to 

someplace far from her prison.


