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    Halene, High Sun 58, 110 
 
      
 
    "Call to order this session of the Enyx, month of High Sun, year of the Goddesses, one hundred ten," said the Corder. Down at the bottom of the amphitheater, he swung his gaze around in a semi circle and called the roll. When everyone in attendance answered to his satisfaction, his ritual role was complete. "May the ancestors and the Three and One guide us, this day," he said and everyone repeated the phrase. 
 
    A junior member of the legislative body called the Enyx, Halene rarely had the opportunity to speak first. That place was reserved for older, more experienced members. Once every two years, the members of the Enyx, all thirty seven, including the Corder, stood for the people to judge. If they were deemed worthy, they would continue to serve the people. Of course, that was also dependent on other factors. 
 
    The sky was full of portents, or so everyone said. When Halene gazed up this morning, all she saw were puffy white clouds off in the distance. Having no magic, she didn't know what that meant. To her, the sky was the sky. It was someone else's lookout whether it meant anything on any given day. The elf - Aiken was what they called themselves, or people of the oak - judged the sky just right, whether a mage would laugh in her face or not. 
 
    When she retook her seat, she glanced around at the gathered. They all sat on bleached white rock carved decades ago from the surrounding hillside, at the city's founding. Athessi was the pride and joy of every craftsman for kilometers around. All the land in the world, or so scholars said, was craggy and bleak. Few crops would grow, even though the weather was nearly perfect. That didn't stop farmers from carving out a living, much like the stone seat she sat on had been carved from the countryside. 
 
    "I propose a new tax," someone said. "It's time the peasants began to pay their fair share. We can't rely on the motherland to supply us with coin and our wealthier citizens have had enough of paying for layabouts." 
 
    That struck Halene as absurd. How were the peasants, already so heavily taxed that many begged in the streets when not at work, and others sold themselves or their children into slavery to pay their bills, supposed to come up with more coin? No doubt the illustrious representative of the rich thought the poor had silver coins lying beneath their dirt floors. That image struck her as even more absurd. 
 
    Others, however, thought the idea of a new tax was good enough to table for later. Anything the Enyx decided, of course, was dependent on whether Lidyn Phonia approved or not. Lidyn was a title given to her by the true masters of Athessi. To the west, a large city - the first city of Aiken civilization - ruled. The city of Sparci was first to develop a written language and codify a small set of laws and drag itself from the ignorance that ruled the world when the Five ruled the heavens. Civilization, thus, began one hundred ten years prior, when the Sparci drew the light of knowledge from the world. 
 
    When the city grew too large to support a growing population, settlers went east. Athessi was founded on better land atop a rocky plateau just east of the Shard Sea. Olive trees grew, if not in abundance, then in greater supply than out west. Athessi was a colony on the brink. Of what, Halene couldn't say. Phonia was voted on by the people of Athessi, but her appointment had more to do with what the leaders in Sparci wanted. She had final vote over whether a measure passed by the Enyx would become law in Athessi. 
 
    "I have issue," someone else said. When Halene stopped daydreaming and looked in his direction, she saw it was Cleander. A senior member of the Enyx, his name was on most lips to succeed Phonia. He was a stolid elf, deeply indebted to the ways of Sparci. In all ways, he would be the perfect candidate. Except that more than a few citizens, even some in power, wanted Athessi to be free. 
 
    "The Corder recognizes the esteemed Cleander," the functionary said. The Corder was the titular head of the Enyx, though by virtue of that position, he had no vote, so as to be forced to remain neutral. In the event of death of one of the other members, the Corder appointed someone from the citizenry to take the place of the deceased, but that was the extent of his powers. 
 
    "I thank you," Cleander said. With formalities out of the way, the senior member strode down the carved steps to the base of the amphitheater. From that spot, he could look up into the faces of the Enyx. It was designed that way, Halene was told, to keep the speakers humble before their peers. 
 
    "It has come to my attention," Cleander sounded anything but humble as he spoke. "It has come to my attention," he repeated a little louder, when it was clear that two people were having their own conversation. When they quieted, he resumed. "That many strays have begun to gather in our southern courtyard." 
 
    "And so?" That was the voice of Ysander, a comrade, of sorts, to Halene. "People need somewhere to sleep. The poor struggle to make ends meet and often fail. When we and our Sparci overlords fail them in turn, where are they to go?" Obviously, he knew something of what Cleander said. 
 
    The western part of the city lay on the road to Spaci. It housed the Enyx amphitheater, the Ephlyx, or government center where the bureaucrats, judges and taxmen turned the laws and money into a semblance of order, and the bathhouse and quarters for all government officials. To the north, up a narrow crag of rock, the great temple to Hara was carved. The sixty-four steps - one for each day of the month - were undertaken by many pilgrims several times each day. Hara was the Goddess of Sun and Sky and considered the most powerful of the Three and One. The southern courtyard was a public meeting area for all free citizens. It was a place of enlightenment for some, as anyone could say anything they wanted within the fine stone archways and find no trouble from the authorities. 
 
    "And so, they are a nuisance to the law abiding," Cleander answered Ysander. "Many crimes take place there after the sun sets. Dyn Ariostal has of late been forced to station guards there all day and night. It is distracting him from more important duties." 
 
    "I'm so sorry the plight of the poor is an inconvenience," Ysander said mockingly. "And of course, you mean to say that Ariostal has better things to do, like protect the wealthy and ensure the tax gets collected." 
 
    Dyn was a rank, rather than a title. It meant the head officer of the court. Ariostal was a fair elf, so far as Halene knew. 
 
    "They need to work harder and pay their fair share," Cleander said lazily. Ysander was doing his best to get Cleander's goat, but his best wasn't good enough. "We can't have them taking up needed space and living tax free while the rest of our constituents pay their taxes." 
 
    Halene had a hard time caring much about taxes. However, she also had a hard time caring about people who wanted others to take care of them. Life was harsh and everyone had to do their duty in all things. Like Ysander, she was a Cyfix, those who believed elven kind should give up society and return to a more natural state. However, she also had practical sense enough to understand that, if you chose to live in society, you had to pay your dues. 
 
    "How is the courtyard 'needed space'?" Ysander asked. "It serves its purpose as a place where free citizens may gather in peace. What more is needed from it?" 
 
    As if he'd been ready for the question, Cleander smiled a toothy grin. He pivoted his body to turn almost one hundred eighty degrees. When he gestured, an elf who'd been nearly invisible to Halene stood, and approached. "As you all know, this is Syn Crossius," Cleander said. 
 
    Syn was a title every member of the Enyx wore. It meant they were of moderate importance to the colonial government. Crossius wasn't part of the Enyx, but instead, he was a recent appointment by the government in Sparci to head all mages in Athessi. Magic had come into the world around the same time as knowledge and civilization. The forerunners of the Aiken elves had neither written language nor magic. They were called the Ioen and were loathed by the Sparci, who fought them to extinction more than a decade past. The Ioen were, scholars said, the first peoples to inhabit the land, brought forth from the marrow of the world by the Five Gods. The War of Deposing turned the Ioen into brute savages and the Gods' split - eventually becoming the Three and One, and Lord Livion, Scourge of the Land - brought about the rise of the Aiken elves and their eventual growth toward civilization. 
 
    "Since magic is a new fear of the people," Cleander was saying. Halene really needed to quit daydreaming. "Syn Crossius wishes to address the Enyx." 
 
    "I would like to know what magic has to do with the poor?" Ysander said. Halene couldn't help agreeing and she said so aloud. 
 
    "Please allow him to tell you that," Cleander said and stood aside. 
 
    "I am here with a plea from Sparci," Crossius said. Though he was born in Athessi like Halene and many others, he'd lived in Sparci recently and returned with his new title. "With magic being relatively new, many people thought little of it." He himself was a mage. Halene had heard he was powerful. "However, of late, some with the gift have been praying on others without it. 
 
    "I am here as head of the new Magistry," Crossius said, which turned heads. "The Magistry isn't here to buck the authority of the Enyx, as I hear so many of your worries." Could he read minds? His knowing gaze told Halene not to doubt it. 
 
    "Then what is this Magistry and what will it do to protect the interests of non mages?" Ysander asked. 
 
    "With the help of the Enyx and the bureaucracy, I intend to train and license mages," Crossius said. "These licensed mages, or magisters, will find mages out in the world who might wish to hide their talents and use them against people. The Magistry will find and register every mage for the good of all." 
 
    "And what does that have to do with the courtyard?" Ysander was getting impatient. "Will you lock up mages who don't wish to be registered? And how does taking away one person's freedom ensure the freedom of others?" Yes, Ysander was a hard core Cyfix and therefore didn't trust government at all. 
 
    "No one will be locked away," Crossius promised. "The stronger mages will watch the weaker ones. All will be registered, but none will be imprisoned, unless they commit crimes, of course. I shall train magisters to be able to detect hidden mages and block their powers, to better serve." 
 
    "And who will watch the stronger mages?" Ysander said. It was more of a statement, phrased as a question. Clearly, he didn't think anyone would watch or be able to watch, the stronger mages. "What's to stop stronger mages from praying on weaker ones, or anyone without magic? And you still haven't answered my question about the courtyard." 
 
    "The courtyard, my dear Ysander, is so we may build a Magisterium," Crossius said. "I am formally petitioning the Enyx for a section of land in the courtyard for that very thing. Also, the remainder of the courtyard should be re-purposed. We can't have commoners disrupting my magisters, can we? 
 
    "As to your concern, the magisters will be sworn to uphold the law," Crossius said. "They will be forbidden from praying on anyone, I assure you." By his tone, he really did believe it was that easy. Make someone swear and make something illegal, and they can't do it, right? Halene didn't believe it, not when there were plenty of crimes happening all the time. 
 
    "Will another building, the temple perhaps, not suffice?" Ysander asked. "Athessi was founded on the rights of the people to be free of government, at least in their own minds. If we take away their symbolic ground where they may freely speak their minds, then from where does their freedom derive?" 
 
    "Freedom is a state of mind," Cleander said. "Either the peasants have the fortitude of will to have it, in that case, what else matters, or they do not and no amount of outside freedom can change that. The people need protection from the unscrupulous. And the mages need a safe sanctuary as well. How many times have we heard of a mage being strung up by a fearful mob? Too many, in my opinion. That is why I second Syn Crossius's motion." 
 
    While not a part of the Enyx, and therefore unable to vote, Crossius, by virtue of his appointment to the title Syn, could propose ideas to the legislative body. Now, he said, "I have it on good authority that Lidyn Phonia will approve of this measure, so you may rest assured that your vote will not be wasted." 
 
    Clearly, Ysander knew no such thing. "I think it a waste of time to mock the idea of freedom with more cages," the idealist said. 
 
    "No one is proposing cages. What nonsense is this?" Cleander said and spread his hands to encompass perhaps the entire city. "Athessi has no walls and only a few cages with which to jail offenders. Or do you suggest that murderers and thieves be allowed to roam freely?" 
 
    "Some thieves are given a badge of office for their cagey tax thefts," Ysander said, more quietly this time. 
 
    Politely ignoring him, Cleander sent the junior member a hooded glance, then turned to the Corder who was writing down everything said. "A proposition has been made and seconded, please call the vote, if you will," he said. 
 
    "Are we finished debating?" Ysander said. He searched the gathered for someone - anyone - to back him. 
 
    When Halene stood, Ysander smiled, sure she would take his side. Cleander folded his arms across his chest and bowed his head slightly to her. "While I agree in principle with Ysander," she said and her colleague's face turned sour - he could guess why she chose to begin that way - "I'm afraid I don't see how anyone's rights are violated. The Magistry will be mandatory, yes, but will mages be harassed into joining a permanent hierarchy, or will they be free once they register?" 
 
    "I can assure you, once a mage registers his talents with us, he or she will be free to do as they please, within the normal confines of law," Crossius said. "Only those who wish to serve as magisters will be housed in the Magisterium." 
 
    "And what of the role of magisters?" Halene asked. "Will they be trained to hunt mages who turn to a life of crime?" 
 
    "Yes," Crossius said. "We must protect the people from wrongdoers who use magic. What defense does a peasant have against a mage? I already know several spells to discover those with magical talents and ward others from them. I'm also certain others will come forth to help improve these spells." 
 
    "Then I have no objections," Halene said and retook her seat. 
 
    "I have a further proposition," Cleander said, stepping forward once again. "We should have the Zalla standing by, when we order the peasants out of the courtyard, should this proposition pass." The Zalla was Dyn Ariostal's guard. "That way, whomever resists the order to leave the courtyard may serve his fellow elf in a more permanent position." 
 
    "What do you mean, 'more permanent'?" Ysander asked, suspicion driving his voice into a growl. 
 
    "If a peasant truly has no where to go," Cleander said, grinning wolfishly, "and no money to pay a fine, then he should be sold into slavery. That would help offset the costs of his never being able to pay taxes and further stimulate tax money when he is purchased." 
 
    "Oppression," Ysander said. "Why did I know it would come down to oppression? Can you support this foolish notion now?" His wave encompassed the entire Enyx. "When is the suffering of a people too much? Because we aren't among the sufferers, does that mean we may turn a blind eye?" 
 
    "I, for one, hate the idea of slavery," Halene said. She was bound to disappoint Ysander again, however. "But I see no reason that a male or female can't fight for themselves. If they won't, what does that say about how dear their life is to them? If they will not fight for it, neither should we." 
 
    The Corder called the vote. Ysander looked betrayed from without and within. With time, his idealism would temper. Or so Halene thought. If not, then what was the harm in a harsh voice for freedom? Sometimes, being a Cyfix meant standing up for people who couldn't stand up for themselves. Other times, you had to make a distinction of whether they could or would stand up for themselves. If they could, but wouldn't, then what was the point of doing it for them? 
 
    "The vote has succeeded," the Corder said. "I shall hear new business." When the session was over, the Corder would take anything decided on to Lidyn Phonia for her approval. On certain matters, she was free to act with authority from Sparci. On others, she had to provisionally give support, but write back to the mother city for permission. 
 
    As the Enyx broke up for the day, Halene considered the concept of writing. Yes, it was an advancement that signaled civilization in a people. However, it also had its drawbacks. If a moron could write and set down moronic ideas, did that make them civilized? One had to have more on the ball than the ability to write to make it worthwhile. 
 
    "Syn Halene." 
 
    When she turned, she watched the tall, slender Cleander come up behind her, then beside her. With eyebrow raised, she said, "What do you require of me, this day?" Hopefully, he would gloat over his victory and be gone. While she agreed with him, she didn't like him. 
 
    They walked in silence up the steps to the road. White rock gleamed in the mid morning sun as they strode. Another ten meters and the road turned to dirt and meandered this way and that. For the main seat of government, craftsmen had labored intensely to lay flat a small section of the city. That way, roads could be made of stone and straight. Beyond that, the rough, mountainous terrain made straight roads impossible. Even the wealthy section of town, east of the government, west of the market square, had dirt paths. 
 
    "I wanted to thank you for your support today," Cleander said. "You normally side with Ysander." He didn't come right out and say, You Cyfix dog, but it was the gist of what he had said. "It's good to know when an idea has enough sense to sway most anyone." Even a Cyfix dog, lingered in his voice, but again, he was too polite to say it. That meant he wanted something else. 
 
    "Give up this fruitless life. Civilization is a lie told by those with power; ignore their mewling and the lie disappears." A Cyfix female stood on the side of the main road heading to the market square. Like the courtyard, the main road usually was a free place for commoners. 
 
    "Foolish female," Cleander said as they passed her. Halene bit her lip; women like that, and men like Ysander gave Cyfix a bad name. She wished they would understand the difference between telling the truth and telling the truth in a palatable way. 
 
    "Sometimes I wish we cold have Ariostal remove these wretches altogether," Cleander said. 
 
    "Yes," Halene agreed. It was a self defense mechanism. Secretly, she worked to free Athessi from Sparci control. That had to mean a little more freedom for its people. Some in the Enyx sympathized with separation from Sparci. Cleander wasn't one of those people and he could be a dangerous enemy. 
 
    Now, she found him gazing sidelong at her. "You are a Cyfiix too," he said, not unsympathetically. "I wonder at your adherence to that philosophy." 
 
    They walked on through the market square. In truth, Halene wanted to run from Cleander and his questions, but that would have raised too many more questions. Since she was on her way to the arena, and she knew he detested the fights as 'barbaric', he wouldn't remain near her for much longer. So, she indulged him with a bit of fancy. "I adhere," she admitted. "When the ideals of the philosophy make sense. If someone wishes to remain in society, they should follow its rules," she said. 
 
    Cleander nodded. "Sensible," he said. "So you have no trouble selling into slavery those who can not, or will not, become paying members of society?" 
 
    She thought of the law she'd helped decide and the dozens of peasants who would be ruined because of it. Didn't she have a duty to them? No, they are the base of society, she thought. They are the bedrock on which everything is founded. They have their place, and it is not to question the rule of others, or they should leave and forage in the wilderness like orcs and other animals. 
 
    To Cleander, she said, "I have no trouble with that, so long as it is done within the law." 
 
    Smiling, the older elf took a parchment from his robe and handed it to her. "Here, I hope to see you." When he glanced up to the towering stone face of the arena, he winced. "I have other matters to attend. Good day," he said. He couldn't make his feet move fast enough to suit him. Or Halene, for that matter. 
 
    Grudgingly, she unrolled the parchment. It was an invitation to an orgy. The wealthy and politically connected - not always separate people in Athessi - enjoyed their orgies. It was decadence only those with power could afford. However, it was also a burden to those who had mundane tastes. Halene had never been one for such frivolities. One day, she wanted to find love, and love was one of the last things which took place at the orgies. At the same time, if she didn't attend, it would mean bad news for her career. Since she wanted Athessi to be free, it was a good idea to attend. She didn't have to participate in everything that went on; it was kind of like a party, with food and drink and mingling. That much, she could stomach. With resignation sighing from her lungs, she paid three copper coins and headed into the arena to see if the daily gladiatorial fights could salve her conscience. Though she'd voted to oust the poor and had no doubts it was the right decision, that didn't mean she didn't feel the peasants' pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Astia, High Sun 58, 110 
 
      
 
    "You ever get down here? You know. Before," said the large orc. 
 
    The gladiator fixed him with a sour grin. "You mean before my beloved was brutally murdered and I was framed for it? Before everything in my life came crashing down on me and even the Goddesses themselves turned a blind eye to my suffering?" 
 
    "Yeah," Cax, the orc, said to her. "Before that. You ever get down here?" He meant well. Unlike what many people thought of orcs: slow and ignorant, Astia knew better. Now, he was trying to deflect her anger and sadness at her situation by providing her a means to be angry at him. 
 
    "Some." Astia didn't want to be angry at anyone. Once again, she eyed the crowd. They stood on the fringes of the southern courtyard of Athessi. Dozens of elves and a few orcs paced nervously back and forth, or shouted insults at the Zalla, or begged for food, or offered their services - or their bodies - for food. It was high summer, so there would be no one freezing to death. That was good. 
 
    "I don't think I've ever been down here," Cax said. In Athessi, the western portion was the highest point. Still, "Going down to the temple", though it was higher even than the Enyx amphitheater, was a common saying. "A few times," Cax amended some moments later. "To go to the Temple of Hara and Thessa." The giant orc shifted from one foot to another, eyeing the poor, ragged elves and orcs. They had nowhere else to go. "You ever go to the temple?" he asked, as if their plight never existed. 
 
    "Some," Astia said again. "What do you think will happen?" she asked a moment later. At least two dozen gladiators and their Octios were gathered here. Octios were mages, mercenaries, hired by the government to watch them, not help them. In Athessi, all gladiators were people convicted of crimes. They had freedom, so long as they survived the death matches at the arena, up past the market square. Their freedom, however, came at the behest of the government, and only so long as they were popular. One Octio was enough to watch a gladiator with no magic. Two came along if the condemned had magic. 
 
    Astia has a smattering, which was to say, near no magical talent. Some elves bloomed later than others. She'd discovered her magical talent at an age most considered too old to train. In the years since, she'd learned a few, rudimentary spells, mostly to keep her magic from doing anything harmful to herself or others. Most of the time, she contented herself with Silence spells, to keep her own magic - and magic of other gladiators - at bay. With Octios, however, it was a different matter. They were stronger and trained to better silence fellow mages. 
 
    Cax shrugged broad shoulders. "These poor people," he said kindly. Most elves shunned orcs as not quite intelligent or civilized enough to satisfy. Others, slave holders, used their brawn to their own benefit. As a result, many orcs cared little for elven kind. To most orcs, the elves were the 'lesser' people. Their scholars - and that term was a joke and story all of its own - said it was the Orshimac who evolved from the progenitor species first. They called the original inhabitants of Tintaigel the 'Ac' people, while the Aiken called that disappeared race the 'En' people. 
 
    "What can we do, though?" Cax said. "If those people" - he inclined his large, round head toward the west and the Enyx amphitheater - "say 'take 'em out', then we do. If not-" His mighty shoulders moved up, then down again. What he didn't say was: "If we don't then the Octios take us out." Though he had no magic, Cax had two Octios following his every footstep. 
 
    Inside the arena, the combatants could be corralled. The entire arena had a magical enchantment that prohibited escape: if someone tried, no one would stop them, but they would drop dead the moment they left the arena unsupervised. There was no counter-acting that enchantment. From what little Astia had learned about magic, there was no counter-acting any enchantment: that was why they were incredibly difficult spells to cast and master. 
 
    "But how likely do you think that will be?" Astia said. They had to be voting on it this very minute, if they hadn't already. 
 
    "Judging by how fair and democratic those people are who have nothing to lose, I'd say it's pretty likely." Though the orcs didn't adhere to elven philosophies, Cax was an exception in more than one way. If he wasn't a Cyfix, Astia would have been very surprised. 
 
    The Zalla in the area seemed to watch the armed gladiators as much as they eyed the poor. Astia had been told there was an outbreak of crime recently in the courtyard. It was probably because taxes had gone up steadily over the last couple of years and more people would have been put out of work and lost everything. When she remarked on that to Cax, the big orc's big head bobbed up and down. 
 
    "And who's fault is that?" Cax said. "Not the wealthy, no. Not the government, Ambrosia bless their little hearts." 
 
    "You are a Cyfix, aren't you?" Astia said accusingly. "No one would seek the blessing of Ambrosia, Goddess of Spirit for another person's soul." She laughed. 
 
    "Who, me?" Cax said defensively. A little too defensively. That made Astia laugh harder. "How am I to know your strange, elven customs? I'm just a dumb orc." 
 
    "Yeah, and I'm the Corder of the Eryx in Sparci," Astia said, laughing still. 
 
    "Pleased to meet you," Cax replied, bowing low. 
 
    Now, the Zalla took more notice of them. Gladiators were supposed to be grim. Laughter wasn't in their repertoire. Rightly so, for most, because they faced death every day in the arena. Astia and Cax, however, were two of the toughest to ever fight there. 
 
    "Isn't that Ariostal his ownself?" Astia said a moment later. 
 
    "Aye, I think you're right," Cax said, pointing. 
 
    The head of the city's guard, Dyn Ariostal was renown for his fair hand. Before he'd become the head of the police, he'd tried to help Astia prove she wasn't guilty of murdering her own love. He'd failed, as Astia knew he would. Before being framed, she had worked her way up through the bureaucracy until she was in charge of her own department, trying to figure out a way to deal fairly with mages without allowing the bad ones to prey on innocents. She was bound for great things, or so she thought. Someone must have disagreed. 
 
    "Astia, I thought that was you." The voice was light and held an air of sophistication. 
 
    "Dyn Ariostal," Astia said and bowed. "You look well." 
 
    "And you as well," the head of the Zalla said. "I'm glad you've been able to make the best of an unfortunate situation." 
 
    That was putting it mildly. It was so mild, Astia wanted to tear off his head and scream down into his neck. How could one see someone else unjustly convicted, stripped of freedom, dignity and every last copper, thrown into life or death situations daily, and act so casually toward them? It was the first time since the trial they had seen each other. Had the Dyn changed his mind and now thought her guilty? If so, he wasn't the first to change his mind. Astia's own mother had recanted on her death bed, claiming to fear her daughter guilty, and dying in grief. 
 
    Cax looked as though he wanted to tear off Ariostal's head for a different reason. As if plucking the thought out of Astia's head, the giant said, "Glad to see you're enjoying your power, Ariostal. Glad it's not going to your head or anything." 
 
    "You should watch yourself, Orc," Ariostal said with an air of someone granting a large concession to even talk to an orc. 
 
    "I don't need to; I have Octios to do it for me." As if to underscore his words, Cax stood aside and swept his arm out behind him to identify the mages in question. 
 
    "Be very glad you are able to thrive in such unfortunate circumstances," Ariostal said, then turned away from the much larger fellow. "I am here to speak directly with you, Astia, for the gladiators have chosen you to be their spokeself." 
 
    "Is the vote back?" Astia had a sinking feeling she wasn't going to like the next little while. 
 
    Grandly, Ariostal unrolled a parchment, strode forth. Astia followed, as did more than a few Zalla. "Forthwith, as designated by Lidyn Phonia, on this day, the southern courtyard is ordered off limits to the people, until such time as a building and sufficient grounds can be constructed for a new Magistry. Then, whatever grounds be left available, shall be returned to the people." 
 
    "Wh-what do that mean for us, sir?" A female elf dressed in tattered robe, suckling a baby in her arms, stepped forward. "We's just simple folk, Your Grandness." 
 
    "Peasant," Ariostal muttered under his breath. To the female, he said, "My title is Dyn, and you should address me in such manner. What it means to you, is that you must leave this place until such time as you be allowed to return." 
 
    Then, the head of the Zalla turned to Astia and indicated her and the other gladiators to the crowd. "If you persist, you will be taken from here by force of these gladiators. Any survivors will be sold into slavery, the proceeds taken by the government of Athessi. The families of those who perish shall be fined the death tax." He may have been even handed when dealing out the law, but if the law was brutal, he was brutal, too. 
 
    Most of the peasants dispersed, muttering to themselves. That was a mistake, Astia thought. If they were permitted to leave, how many of those people would starve on the streets? How many more, seeing that example, would turn into Opinos? Opinos were those who wanted Athessi free of not only Sparci rule, but they also wanted the Athessi Enyx held accountable for all atrocities carried out in the name of Sparci. While of few number within the city limits, at least, that's what the authorities claimed, Opinos frequently lived out on the fringes of the city, in the farmland to the north, east and south. 
 
    "If you're going to tyrannize, do it with corpses, not discontented living people," Astia commented to Cax when the hostilities were over. A few elves and orcs resisted and were, as promised, sold into slavery. 
 
    "Aye," the giant said. "Good for us naughty people, then, that the government is too stupid for its own good. They never believe anyone will openly defy them, not when they have their 'laws'. How many people are stupid enough to believe that if there's a law against something, you physically can't do it?" 
 
    "More than a few," Astia said. It went against Cax's point, so he looked a question at her. "Voters." The one word explanation set the giant laughing so hard, she feared he might topple over onto her. 
 
    "Too right," Cax said after he calmed down. "Roll me in lard and fry me for a fritter if that wasn't the funniest - and most poignant - thing I've heard all month." The months in Tintaigel lasted sixty-four days each and there were ten months in the year. When he finished wiping the tears of laughter from his eyes, he slapped Astia on the back. "I'm heading down to the Temple of Hara and Thessa," he said. Almost no one called it by its true name anymore: Thessa, whom legend says founded the city by hefting a giant boulder over a cliff to clear space for the temple, was an orc. 
 
    The giant lumbered away, his Octio guards following closely, but not too closely so he might get his beefy hands wrapped around their throats. Magic or not, if you cut off someone's airway, they were likely to die before they could do anything worth doing. 
 
    Unfortunately for Astia, she hadn't yet fought for her supper this day. Her own herders in tow, she took the nearest street east. A few steps down, and the stone ended abruptly. A winding dirt path took her down some more, down toward the lowest part of the city. The arena district, at the eastern edge of Athessi, held the arena and the slums where the poorest of the poor resided. 
 
    "We're giving you a special treat, today, Astia, on account of you helped the government." That was Danica, an elf female with a quirky, but sadistic side. She was as likely to lie to your face as do you the slightest kindness. The jailer for the city, she had access to the dregs who became gladiators - and lived or died. 
 
    "Fine," Astia said. It was pointless to get into any kind of verbal debate with Danica. If she liked you, chances were she wouldn't be too terribly vile to you. If she didn't, well, you might as well get fitted for a government issue coffin. She liked Astia - most days - and she was infatuated with Cax. Whether he'd actually had sex with her, or would chop off his member rather than do it, was anybody's guess. Astia's tastes were more like Cax's, than Danica's. She'd always been attracted to the female. In elven society, it was tolerated, if not openly condoned. If she'd been an orc... 
 
    Astia's shudder had nothing to do with the air inside the lower works of the arena. Cax had no judgment against her for preferring her own gender, but he was an exception. The things he'd told her of his own kind and their feelings toward that kind of behavior were brutal, even by orc standards. 
 
    The arena was built partially above, partially beneath the ground. Most of the land beneath Athessi was hard granite, but the area was prone to earthquakes. To avoid too much damage, many of the buildings were partly hollowed out from the existing rock. With the arena, that wasn't good enough. They needed more seating for the hundreds of people who flocked to see the fights each day and spend their coin betting - and often losing - on the fights. A tax office near the exit was well fortified against attack and iron, copper, bronze and even silver coins taken back to the government coffers daily. Gold was rarely seen in the arena. Many wealthy merchants had never even seen a gold coin, as it was reserved for the wealthiest and most elite. The peasants dealt mostly in iron, copper and the third tier of the money supply, bronze. 
 
    Astia was  more than pleased with what Danica gave her. Three ragged bandits who looked as though hunger might kill them before she had the chance. Without Octios to watch her, she felt more free. However, she knew if she didn't kill these men, she would die. That put an interesting twist on life, didn't it? She also knew that she needed to give the crowd in attendance a good show. She'd learned that quickly enough. If Danica was ever to like you, you had to do something amazing that got the crowd excited so they'd spend more coin. 
 
    The first bandit, she simply ran through with her sword. If you got cocky, a weak foe could kill you just as dead as a strong one. Reduced to two, her foes were much less of a threat. With the first of the remaining two, she clocked him in the nose with the hilt of her sword. When he swayed, she grabbed his robe and spun him around. 
 
    "Anyone want a souvenir?" she called to the crowd. Bloodlust was common, even among normally level headed people, if the right circumstances were at play. The arena erupted in a mighty roar. Everyone wanted to get a splattering of blood on them, if they could. 
 
    Lastly, Astia glanced over to the section reserved for important people. She caught the very grey eye of a pretty young redhead with freckles. She might have been a top level bureaucrat, or even a member of the Enyx. Or, she might have been connected only peripherally to the government of Athessi or Sparci. Sometimes, less than important people took up space in the reserved section. 
 
    "Still, she is attractive," Astia said to herself. "And she has a pretty smile." The elf whom she held was coming to his senses. This was as good a direction as any. With dramatic gesture, Astia clobbered him over the head again. Though he was quickly losing consciousness, the gladiator judged she had just enough time. She backed up, turned her blade to the side and swung through the hips and waist. 
 
    The head of her foe sliced through the air, slammed into the side of the arena and bounced away. Yellow blood spattered the pretty redhead. Her cheer was louder and shriller than the rest of the arena combined. Clearly, she was thrilled. The rest of the arena roared as well, glorying in Astia's triumph. How sad was that? A bunch of people living vicariously through the deeds of another. 
 
    When she looked around for the last bandit, he was running the other way. This trick, she'd done before as well, but never to such a large crowd. With a flourish, she tossed her sword into the air, caught the hilt in mid air, the blade facing the opposite way. In the armory beneath the arena, she'd worked for days to craft a perfectly weighted sword for just this reason. 
 
    The crowd were on their feet, chanting her name when her blade impaled the last bandit. Launched like a spear, the sword glided through the air as it was designed to do, and stuck most of the way out from his stomach. Coin changed hands and, as Astia pulled the blade from his still twitching corpse, everyone gave her a standing ovation before she ducked back into the undercroft. 
 
    "Well done," Danica said: the highest praise she ever dolled out. Then, she surprised Astia by tossing her a bronze coin. "I made a tidy sum off you today, and I don't mind sharing the wealth, to my favorite people." She winked, not a lusty wink, thank the Goddesses, for Astia couldn't imagine lying with her. What she wanted most was love, not sex. Oh, she knew females who had lust and to spare, like most males. She also knew males who didn't care much for the act, instead choosing the emotion. If she ever found another, like her, and female, of course, she might know love once again. If not, she was doomed to a slow, terrible death, fighting in the arena until someone got the better of her. One of these days, she thought, it will happen. No matter how good you are at something, there's always someone waiting to beat you. 
 
    From the top level, she had to go down one to reach the showers. An underground spring supplied it. It wasn't quite the bathhouse experience Astia had been used to, but it would do. Washing the blood from her body with water was better than letting it cake and dry. Beneath the arena, it was cooler than outside under the summer sun. In winter, it was warmer down here as well. The kitchens were always in service. The gladiator's life wasn't terrible like it could have been, so long as you were one of the better ones who stayed alive long enough. Food was plentiful, if not of the highest quality, the beds were soft and you could leave if you wanted to have Octios following you wherever you went. 
 
    "For a caged animal, it isn't the worst life," she said as she sat down with a bowl full of food. 
 
    "It's the cage part that bothers me." 
 
    Whirling, Astia nearly spilled her food. She relaxed when she saw it was Cax behind her. Not often, but sometimes, rivalries could spill over - and blood could spill out - beneath the arena. The jailers didn't like that, but it happened from time to time. 
 
    "Now that you mention it, me too," Astia said. Cax sat down opposite her, two bowls of food in his hands. It was good to have a friend watch your back as you watched theirs. "Enjoy your commune with the Goddesses?" she asked around a mouthful of food. 
 
    "Now that you mention it- no." The big orc sighed, then put another bite of food in his mouth. "Ever get lonely?" he asked, perhaps out of the blue. 
 
    "Depends," Astia said. "Is that what you asked of the Goddesses? To take away your loneliness?" She wasn't above talking with him about her previous life and love, but she didn't make a habit of it, either. What was hers was private. 
 
    "They don't answer," he replied, which wasn't a direct answer, either. "Sometimes they do, I've seen it, but often, you sit there and everything goes quiet." 
 
    "I know," she said. If she prayed to Artema, would the Goddess answer? Or did the Goddesses forsake the condemned, even though they knew some of them to be innocent? Astia knew Cax wasn't innocent, or at least, not in the usual way. He'd been a miner, out east of the scraggly farms. Iron and copper was in those mountains. The giant had killed an elf who slept with Cax's daughter, then left her with child and refused to support her. In the orc tradition, Cax had done right by his family and his clan. In the elven world, they said he'd committed foul murder. Sometimes, what was right was also wrong, depending on who you listened to. Because he'd killed an elf, and lived within the jurisdiction of Athessi, the authorities here had judged him. 
 
    "Astia?" 
 
    "Looks like you've drawn some attention," Cax said, inclining his head toward the voice which had spoken her name. "A courier, unless I miss my guess," he added. Courier was the fancy name the government gave messengers. 
 
    Sure enough, this slight elven fellow bore the crest of Athessi's government. "Astia?" he asked again when he stood before her. When she nodded, he took a small parchment from his belt. "Can you read?" he asked, not the slightest bit of superiority in his voice. Maybe he was a nice enough fellow all around, or maybe he thought she might cut his throat in the heart of the arena and no one would care. It might have been either, but Astia didn't care one fig about him. 
 
    "I can," she said plainly, her dignity long since extinguished. And really, that wasn't such a bad thing. When she was better off, she'd been smug and cared little for the poor. Now that she was a prisoner and saw how the other half lived, she mentally gave up her previous life as a bad design. All except her lady love, the one shining beacon in that ignorant existence. 
 
    "Then I leave this with you," the courier said, handed her the parchment and beat feet like the stench of the condemned might somehow rub off on him. She judged that, if she said she couldn't read, it would have been his duty to do it for her. 
 
    "So, what does it say?" Cax asked after he'd given her some time to read and digest. "News travels so poorly around here, you know." 
 
    "Uh-huh," she said. Rumors and gossip spread through the arena like wildfire, as it did most places Astia had ever been. That didn't make it news. Clearing her throat, she intoned like a bureaucrat - flat and to the point. "'You, gladiator Astia, are hereby invited to the home of Syn Cleander for the duration of festivities." Her lip curled around the last word. 
 
    "Sounds like an orgy to me," Cax said and chuckled. Then, he whistled. "Syn Cleander. He's a big wheel in the Enyx, ain't he?" 
 
    "I believe so," Astia said. "Seems to me he'll be Lidyn once Phonia gives up the position." 
 
    "Once she drags her butt sniffing self back to Sparci and gets promoted." Cax obviously had a low opinion of the Lidyn, partly because, as he told it, she was the judge who'd sentenced him to life as a gladiator, back before she made something more of her life. "You gonna go?" Cax asked, knowing her feelings on casual sex. 
 
    "I don't see I have much choice," Astia said. "I'd rather not, but if I snub a Syn, that's likely to spell trouble." 
 
    "What's the signature?" Cax asked. 
 
    Down at the bottom of the parchment, Astia read the words. "Syn Halene. Never heard of her. She must be new." 
 
    "Must be," Cax agreed. Then, a light seemed to shine from behind his eyes. "Halene. That's a female elf name, ain't it?" His smile said what he was thinking. 
 
    "She's probably as vile as the rest of the politicians," Astia said. Still, she remembered the redhead in the crowd during her match. The message might have already been on its way. Or, it might have been written by the redhead after being rewarded by the gladiator. If she was anything like Cleander, or Phonia, for that matter, Astia knew she was in for a long, boring night of making excuses for not joining in on the orgies. Maybe, just maybe, though, this Halene might surprise her. She could hope for some decent conversation with an interesting elf. That was all it was, for now: hope. 
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    "Government is the way to go, if you want to be rich and unscrupulous." 
 
    "Pardon?" Astia said after swallowing a sip of small wine from an ornate goblet. Small wine had little alcoholic value, but was safer than water. All around her, opulence flowed like the rushing waves of the sea. Purple silks hung on the walls, decorated with exotic patterns from the far east. 
 
    The man who'd spoken stood before one of those badges of wealth. When he repeated what he said, he turned slightly to regard her. "Ysander's the name; pleased to meet you." His manner said he was pleased, not in a sexual way, more curious. For that, Astia was grateful as she had no interest in men. 
 
    "You're Syn Ysander?" Astia said and bowed respectfully. 
 
    "Please, you do me a disservice that way," the member of the Enyx said. From most high muckity mucks, it would sound like it was: insincere self criticism. Ysander, however, once again sounded genuine. "I detest the notion that I'm better than you, by virtue only that I have a fancy elected title." 
 
    Rather than exhibit mountains of tact, Astia always leaped before she looked. It had worked out better for her than it did for many people most of the time. Now, she considered for a moment, but went ahead and said, "But you, too, work for the government." 
 
    The elven male beside her studied her now more closely. He too sipped from a goblet of small wine, instead of indulging in the harder stuff. Most of the participants of the night's festivities were happy to be there. Astia guessed he was, like her, a willing hostage at best. 
 
    "An astute observation," Ysander said after a few moments. "I do not say one must submit to greed and sloth and deceit in order to willingly join the government. But it helps." He winked, not a repugnant motion from him. Astia got the sense that he might be like her: interested in his own gender. That kind of male, she could see becoming friends with, not one who would lust after her like some child in small clothes just coming into heat for the first time. 
 
    The wine nearly sloshed over the edge of Astia's goblet as she laughed at his witticism. A genuine laugh, not one she was prepared to utter for the sake of politeness. 
 
    "So, why did you become a member of the Enyx?" she asked. 
 
    This time, however, Ysander's gaze was part amused, but also part hooded. "And whom might I say addresses me?" he asked, not unkindly. 
 
    Astia felt the flush head straight for the tip at the end of both her ears. "Forgive me, my manners," she said and bowed low to him, as a male might. "I am Astia, gladiator of the arena." 
 
    "Astia." Ysander's eyes went far away as he tasted the name on his lips. "I remember you," he said quietly. When his head dipped, it didn't rise. He stared at his shuffling feet with a hang dog expression. "I'm sorry. Before I became part of the Enyx, I'd heard about your case. I was just a Hyster, in those days, but I remember believing you over the corrupt machine." A Hyster was one of the base levels of the bureaucracy. For once, he seemed nervous. 
 
    "It is all right," she said tightly. "It was a long time ago." 
 
    Sounds emanated from the couch behind them. They both knew what it would be and purposely didn't turn to look. At least one person, female, by her voice, was doing something sexual. Perhaps there was one or more others with her. It was a party where morals were left at the door, so why not? 
 
    Astia winced at the thought. 
 
    "Why don't we repair to the next room and sample some of the fine cuisine from west or east?" That was Ysander, also trying to ignore what was obviously going on. 
 
    "Aye," Astia said. The next room was more elaborately decorated than the first. Sculpture of marble stood in two corners and on pedestals. One was an obvious bust of Hara, Goddess of Sun and Sky and Keeper of the Truth and Virtue. If a statue could have been offended, Astia silently wondered if lightning bolts would strike forth from its eyes at the debauchery in the fine rooms of Syn Cleander. 
 
    Showing he was thinking along the same lines, Ysander chuckled, then said, "I believe the fornicators might stay away from this room, lest that marble gaze turn them to stone for their promiscuity." 
 
    Despite herself, Astia giggled. She was enjoying his company, even though she was determined to have a bad time. So many wealthy and powerful people - something she once aspired to - in the same villa was repugnant to her. They sampled some fish that swam in the deeper waters off the western coast of Totus Vis, the Aiken homeland of the giant continent Tintaigel. Even now, in the one hundred tenth year of civilization and learning, the Aiken had only mapped part of the vast coastline of the continent. Pilgrims and pioneers had moved farther east than Athessi generations before, but none had ever returned to report of what they found or describe the other peoples they may have encountered. 
 
    "Ysander," said a pleasant female voice. "I see you've made a new friend. Care to introduce me?" 
 
    When they turned, Astia caught the grey eye of a redheaded elf female, a few years younger than she. Her high cheekbones pushed impossibly close to her eyes, forming a sharp triangle between her temples and narrow, pointy chin. 'Attractive' wasn't the word that popped into Astia's mind, but 'intriguing' was. 
 
    Ysander's tongue brushed across his teeth, making his mouth twist into a sneer. "Halene. I wondered how long it would be before I heard from you again after yesterday." Turning to Astia, his eyebrow twitched. "Something tells me you already know this charming lady." He bowed, not to Halene, but Astia. "It was a pleasure to meet you, but I fear I shall be dismissed in short order anyway. Before that happens, I shall take my leave. With your pardon, of course." 
 
    Though Astia didn't understand all of that exchange - or maybe because she didn't get it - she inclined her head. "Of course. It was a pleasure meeting you." Despite her intentions when the night began, she found herself believing the words. 
 
    When he left, Halene stepped forward to shake Astia's hand. "He's sensitive sometimes when things don't go his way. Males." Her words were dismissive of the Enyx elf, but her eyes followed him even so as he strode from the room. 
 
    "You were the one who sent me the invitation." Astia wasted no time trying to scare her away with her brashness. If all she was after was sex, Astia wasn't about to reward her, though she was attractive, she amended after studying Halene's face a bit longer. Looks weren't everything,  not by a long shot, but they counted for something. 
 
    "Guilty as charged," Halene said pleasantly. "I see Cleander has spared little expense to throw this get together." She took something the waiter described as 'mutton', saying it was from out west, beyond the farmland which supplied Athessi. When she tasted the mutton, she sighed and gobbled down the morsel. Then, she shrugged her shoulders. "Why not? It isn't as if he can't get more money by taxing the peasants." Her voice was disgusted and amused at the same time. 
 
    Leave it to a politician to manage to combine such opposites, Astia thought. "I'm not sure I've properly guessed your motives for this invitation," she did say. If you just want to screw, you can keep walking, was what she'd wanted to say, but decided to be diplomatic, at least for the moment. "You seem to be of similar mind to Ysander." 
 
    "My philosophy is Cyfix," Halene said, surprising Astia. "Still, I also see the practicality in which we live today." That was diplomacy, sure enough. "But my intention with the invitation was purely altruistic," she said. Another convenient lie, perhaps? More diplomacy? Astia wasn't sure. 
 
    "Altruism is a noble pursuit." Astia agreed without really agreeing. 
 
    Now, the sidelong glance she received was from a fellow female. Halene's eyes twinkled and she smiled genially. "I was hoping the relaxed, casual setting would be a good way to steal an hour or two of your time in which we might get to know each other better," she said. 
 
    "You mean: the atmosphere of sex might make me randy enough so you can have your way with me." Even when the words were coming out, Astia knew she would probably end up in more trouble than the satisfying sentence made it worth. 
 
    But, the redhead surprised her further, by not exploding. Instead, Halene smirked and took a drink. A moment later, Astia realized Halene was drinking small wine, too. 
 
    "You certainly don't mince words," Halene said as she took a piece of fish. "That mutton was delicious, but too decadent for my taste. Come, let's walk and talk, if you'd care to." 
 
    "Why not," Astia said. "You haven't run screaming from me, yet." 
 
    "I enjoy hearing the unvarnished truth now and again," Halene said. "Goddesses know, you never hear it in the amphitheater. Or the temple," she added. 
 
    Since that last sentence fragment bordered on blasphemy, Astia focused on the former. "I'm surprised a politician can stand the truth." Yes, if she was going to stick her foot in her mouth, she was going all the way. What could they do to her? Make her fight in the arena? That thought almost made her giggle. 
 
    Instead of getting irate, Halene gazed sidelong at her again. The twinkle in her eyes was almost mesmerizing. "You're trying to get my goat, aren't you?" She seemed amused, rather than upset. "As a matter of fact, you've met the two out of thirty-seven in the Enyx who can take the truth." They stood before another wall hanging of fine silk. "What is truth, though?" she asked. "One person's truth is often another's falsehood. That's why we need government, if only a little. To smooth down the grey areas into black or white." 
 
    To that, Astia snorted. "Truth doesn't matter. Not once you get to a certain level of government. Making a show of 'justice' is all that matters. Regardless of whether what you're doing is justified or not." 
 
    For the first time, Halene looked a tad embarrassed. "There is that, of course." 
 
    "Halene, so good of you to come." 
 
    On her heel, Astia turned again. It was becoming a habit at this party. This time, she looked up into a tall, slender male's eye. It was, unless she missed her guess, Cleander, the host. 
 
    When he deigned to notice Astia, he inclined his head. "And I see you've brought a guest. Cleander, I am. Unless I miss my guess, you are Astia, the famous gladiator." 
 
    "My fame precedes me," Astia said, judicious despite herself. 
 
    "Where are your Octios?" Cleander asked, glancing left, then right, a bit too theatrically for her to remain silent. 
 
    "Outside, of course," Astia said. "As you know, your government apartments are enchanted against anyone using magic within their walls. This place is especially warded against any harm one might intend against the occupants, as well. The Octios aren't needed, and since they weren't invited, they await me outside." 
 
    "Of course." Maybe Cleander wasn't interested in the explanation. Maybe he simply didn't like Astia's brashness in speaking to him so informally. The veil he used to protect his precious ego fell over his eyes. It was as easy for Astia to spot as if it were a physical garment he pulled down over his face. 
 
    "Would you care to join the, um, festivities in the other room, Halene?" he asked the redhead, politely ignoring Astia. 
 
    "No, thank you," the redhead said, surprising Astia. "I was enjoying the conversation in this room." 
 
    "I... see." Clearly, Cleander saw no such thing. To watch him retreat - graciously, of course - was hilarious. 
 
    "Now, where were we?" Halene said. "I think we were about to tell each other a little more about ourselves. Shall we sit?" There was a comfy sedan in the corner opposite the statue of Hara. 
 
    Astia got another goblet of small wine and joined her. The short couch was indeed comfortable. They talked for a while about mundane things. Halene admitted to being less involved with the Three and One Goddesses than she'd like to be. Politics never entered into their conversation, which pleased Astia no end. 
 
    "Have you been to the temple often?" Halene asked. She was more interesting than Astia wanted her to be. 
 
    "On occasion," Astia admitted. "I have a small shrine to Artema in my quarters, though. She seems more welcoming to me than the others." While everyone - at least in polite company - worshiped all the Goddesses - and others also paid homage to the Undergods - most people felt a closer kin with one specific deity. 
 
    Finding herself having more fun than she expected, Astia got up to refill her goblet and took Halene's as well. Moans and groans came from the other room. The stink of multiple people and their sweat wafted from it. Motion of skin against skin seeped through the walls. There was no doubt what was going on behind the closed door. Astia's lips curled as she sat back down beside Halene, her good mood partly spoiled. 
 
    "What do you know of the trouble in the southern courtyard yesterday?" Astia asked. Now that she was reminded of the loose morals all around, she wanted to forget she was ever intrigued by Halene. 
 
    "You mean the poor?" Halene said. She shifted in her seat. 
 
    "Aye," Astia said. "I was one of the gladiators brought in to make sure things went smoothly for the government. It was reprehensible. Some of those people had nowhere to go, and they were sold into slavery." 
 
    "Yes, I'd heard about that," Halene said. The redhead looked down into her goblet, then away to one of the walls. Maybe she felt bad about it, or maybe she felt bad because she'd had more to do with it than she wanted to admit. Either way, Astia lost her chance to find out, because several guards came into the room. 
 
    Surprised, Halene popped up from her seat. "What's the meaning of this?" she demanded. 
 
    A moment later, they had their answer. Lidyn Phonia strode into the room, her purple silk robes flowing elegantly behind her. She was physically attractive, for her age, with light brown hair done up perfectly. Scented with lavender, she didn't stink. "Do you begrudge me a few loyal retainers here, Halene?" Phonia asked, her voice light but full of iron. 
 
    "Of course not, Excellency," Halene said and curtsied. "This, Excellency, is my friend-" 
 
    "I know the most famous gladiator in the arena without introductions," Phonia said. At the moment, she had nothing to say to Astia. "Go, gather Cleander and the rest to me," she said instead to Halene. "I have a special announcement." When the redhead was gone, the most powerful woman in Athessi turned to Astia. "You may remain and hear what I have to say as well." From the top of Astia's head, Phonia's gaze slid down, lingering at her bosom, before settling at her feet. "They keep you fit at the arena, I see," she said, her lip curling in disgust hardly masked. The higher muckity mucks could afford sloth and often delighted at their paunch - it was a sign of their prosperity. 
 
    "I prefer fitness, Excellency," Astia said, trying to remain as polite as she could. 
 
    "It does suit you, better than most," Phonia admitted. 
 
    Several influential members of the Enyx and the bureaucracy entered the room. Many were disheveled, straightening out their robes as if they'd been - and certainly were - otherwise occupied only moments before. Astia caught the eye of a few of them first, and they frowned, wondering why this gladiator could summon their presence. Then, when they spied Lidyn Phonia, they bowed or curtsied low and all question from their eyes either vanished or changed track. 
 
    "I'm glad to see you all," Phonia said, even giving a smile to Ysander, though she was sure to mean the opposite toward the trouble maker. "This little gathering was my idea, though respect to Syn Cleander, he pulled it off better than I imagined." She inclined her head toward the tallest figure in the room. By his look, he'd grown another few centimeters in that moment. 
 
    "I'm sure some of you are surprised to see me here." Phonia sat regally on a plush divan, all the toadies gathering around her as at an oracle. "I have an announcement that I wanted to present to some of you personally." 
 
    Cleander brought her a goblet of spiced wine. "Please try the mutton, Excellency," he said eagerly. If she liked it, that would be the highlight of his little party. Astia found his scraping disgusting, but it was the way politics worked. And Goddesses help her, if she hadn't been convicted of a crime she didn't commit, she might have been here in a different capacity: bowing and scraping, too. In her youth, she'd been far too eager to play the game. 
 
    "Thank you, my dear," Phonia said. After she'd eaten and drunk, she gave him a pleased smile for his trouble. "Excellent as you said it would be." At last, she got down to business. "Argi, the Lidyn of Sparci, is sending a representative to us from the Eryx," she said. Argi was almost godlike to the Sparci. A warrior without peer, he was also a statesman of renown. No one could best him either with a weapon or in a verbal debate. The Sparci admired martial might more than intelligence, however, that didn't mean they didn't admire someone who had a bounty of both. Argi had been Lidyn of Sparci since Astia hatched from her mother's egg. Some called him the fleshy representative of the Goddesses. 
 
    "This representative will bring to us a goblet of Xentaur blood, to honor Tyxia," Phonia said. 
 
    "Ah." It was a collective sound, issuing from the mouths of all in attendance. All, except Astia, who had no idea what was so important about it. Xentaurs were placid creatures; getting their blood wasn't difficult, if you didn't mind slaying a kindly beast that never hurt an elf, even in self defense. What it meant in a political setting, however, was beyond her. 
 
    Tyxia was the Undergoddess of Hatred and Solemn Oaths. Astia also knew that. Tyxia wasn't someone to evoke lightly. If you sought her help, she was as likely to destroy you as help you. Unlike the Goddesses, and Lord Livion, the Undergods and Undergoddesses lived on the mortal plain with elves, gnomes and orcs. You could actually run into one of them in the real world, though Astia wondered why anyone sensible would want to. Sensible or not, there were people who went into the woods and prayed or chanted or did other kinds of rituals in honor of the Undergods, asking for blessings the Three and One were unlikely to grant. 
 
    Maybe Halene noticed Astia's confused look, or maybe she wanted to get away from Phonia for a few minutes, for she took the gladiator's arm, led her to the next room. This one looked like the kitchen. Servants scurried at the sight of two important people. 
 
    "When Argi sends Xentaur blood to honor Tyxia, that means he wants something." Yes, maybe Halene had read Astia's mind. "The Undergoddess of Solemn Oaths is who binds Athessi to Sparci," she went on with more explanation. 
 
    "Foolish, to deal with an Undergod," Astia said. 
 
    "Too right," Halene said. "If Athessi is ever to be free, we need to break that relationship." Then, Halene bit down on her lower lip. She might not have meant for that extra bit of information to leak out. 
 
    "Don't worry; I didn't hear that," Astia said and Halene relaxed a little. "Not that freedom would do me any good, but I would love to see our city stand on its own. In theory, of course." There were no telling how many servants who would run to their master Cleander to tell him of any plot, no matter how trivial. 
 
    "Really?" There was that twinkle in Halene's eye again. It made the grey look silvery and perhaps slippery. It was pleasant, but also dangerous. "Shall we go hear what the Lidyn has to say next?" She held out her elbow to Astia. 
 
    For a wonder, the gladiator slipped her arm into the space. "Why not," she said. "Thank you for the explanation. I suppose I won't know what this representative has to say. At least, not for a while, when the word comes down to us peasants." 
 
    "Mmm, maybe, maybe not." Halene smiled as they headed back to the main room. 
 
    "There you are," Phonia said when they emerged. "I was just looking for you." 
 
    "Me, Excellency?" Halene said, surprise lighting her voice. 
 
    "No, Astia," Phonia said seriously. Her gaze fell to the gladiator. "I have more information than I have imparted this evening. I should feel magnanimous enough to share more of what I know... if you will endeavor to pleasure me, Astia." Her gaze was hungry. Yes, whatever she thought of Astia's level of fitness, she was eager to have someone of martial might beneath her. Quite literally. 
 
    And Phonia was an imposing figure, despite Astia's distaste for the office. It took all her courage to hold up her head and say, "With respect, Lidyn, I don't think I'm the right person for the job." That was as diplomatic as she could make it, though lightning flashed behind the Lidyn's eyes for a moment. 
 
    "A pity," Phonia said. Gasps told Astia that the sycophants were shocked at her effrontery. She cared nothing for their opinions. 
 
    "What about you, Halene?" Phonia might not have known Astia existed anymore. All too likely, though, she was more than aware of the gladiator's presence. "I shall share my secret with you, instead, if you'll have me." 
 
    Halene's lids batted against her eyes. Astia was sure she would take away her arm, so much so, that she slipped hers away first. If that was what brought Halene around, Astia never found out. The Enyx member curtsied to the Lidyn. "Excellency, I fear I am not up to such exacting standards as you no doubt require. Please forgive me." 
 
    Take that, bitch, Astia wanted to say, right in Phonia's face. Argi himself might have had the courage to do just that, but Astia knew she didn't own enough. She contented herself by savoring the look on the Lidyn's face. It was hard to fight the smirk playing just inside the gladiator's mouth, but fight it she did. 
 
    "Please allow us to welcome you properly to my little gathering, Excellency," Cleander said, giving first Astia, then Halene a severe look. In his arms was an attractive junior member of the Enyx. The blond might have had a thought in her head, but Astia would have bet against it. 
 
    "Let us please you, Excellency," the blond said in high pitched voice. 
 
    When the throng broke up, Phonia accompanying Cleander, Ysander whistled behind Astia. "You two are braver than I thought," he said. "Not that she would have asked someone like me, but I'm not sure I would have been able to decline such a gracious invitation." The way he said it made it sound anything but gracious. 
 
    Astia found Halene's eyes on her as she said, "I believe I've met someone I wouldn't want to disappoint," Halene said. 
 
    "Don't disappoint yourself; it's much more important," Astia said. 
 
    "Well said," Ysander said and he chuckled. "If you can't live with yourself, what does it matter if others can?" He might have been talking about something business related between himself and Halene. By the way she blushed green, and by his obvious dislike for the female form, Astia judged it was something business related. 
 
    "I would like to call on you again," Halene said to Astia. 
 
    "I might like that," the gladiator said. And, maybe, she was even telling the truth. 
 
    "Shall we all sneak out while no one's looking?" Ysander asked. 
 
    Astia looked into Halene's eyes again. Yes, maybe there was something worthwhile in that head of hers. If she could risk the Lidyn's wrath for the sake of another's opinions, even though Astia wouldn't have blamed her for going with Phonia, did that mean she was worth getting to know better? Hopefully, was what Astia thought. 
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    "There you are, boss." The giant orc sat down across from Astia, two large bowls of porridge clasped in his beefy hands. 
 
    "I don't know how you can eat so much of that," Astia said. Her own bowl was little more than half empty. Food for gladiators was nearly unlimited; the people needed their spectacle, and it made little sense to starve them. But no one said it had to be appetizing. 
 
    The tan skinned orc shrugged wide shoulders. "It keeps the fire in my belly going. And it isn't so bad. When I worked the mines, I had less and nastier food to eat." Without more preamble, he dug into the first bowl. 
 
    "I can't imagine much nastier than this," Astia said. Of course, she realized he'd said more than that. She didn't begrudge her friend what was, in his eyes a bounty. 
 
    Since the orgy, Astia had thought little of Halene or the rest of the muckity mucks. Life consisted of fighting, and killing. That was true for most people, even though the wealthy and powerful had ways of covering it over with pleasantries that made it seem less dangerous. In some ways, as Astia knew all too well, it was more difficult to have power or influence. You could find yourself in the notice of some ruthless people the higher you climbed the social ladder. 
 
    "I made a new friend," Cax said casually after swallowing a couple of mouthfuls. 
 
    "Oh, do tell," Astia said. As with all prisoners, gladiators plotted escape. They had some freedom; they could leave for short periods of time - with escorts - and even shop in the markets, if they were popular enough. Commoners spent hundreds of iron, copper and bronze coins in the arena. The most popular gladiators earned a small share of the betting. But a cage, even a gilded one, was still a cage. 
 
    "New guard. Gavail, I think her name is," Cax said, his voice still as casual as if Astia had asked him about the weather. This orc, unlike his brethren, didn't lack for subtlety. They'd been friends for some time. It was against the rules to make a gladiator fight against someone in her own xenophon, or clan, within the arena. There were five at any given time, made up of the ones who survived the longest. When the people needed an especially good show, the jailers would pit the top gladiators in each xenophon against one another. 
 
    "Have you met a female guard you haven't slept with?" Astia said, a little tongue-in-cheek, a little seriously. Cax was known to have a way with the ladies. Stranger still, because orcs weren't known for their charm. Unless you considered charm the ability to throw someone ten meters or so and not break a sweat. 
 
    Again, the giant shrugged broad shoulders. "Can I help it that I'm the biggest and strongest?" he said around another bite of food. "And aye, I've met more than my share of females who thought I was much better sport to laugh at for my clumsy advances." 
 
    Astia snorted. Though she preferred the fairer gender, as he did, she couldn't deny there was a certain quiet confidence about him. Perhaps one of the females who'd rejected him sat directly across from him now. If he'd ever come onto her, Astia hadn't noticed, or wanted to notice. He was a great friend, but could be no more than that. 
 
    "So tell me of this Gavail, then," Astia said. 
 
    "She's... interesting," Cax said. "She knows... things." His pause had nothing to do with groping for words. A loud belch roared from his throat. "Excuse me," he said, proving he was nothing like other orcs, or males in general. "Anyway, she, Gavail, I mean, strikes me as a good lass." That was an informal code the gladiators had worked out. It meant she might be persuaded to help them escape when the time was right. And, more than likely, if the price was right. 
 
    "Would she be able to get what we need?" That wasn't necessarily code. Prisoners were afforded luxuries they could pay for. Most guards would help a prisoner smuggle in comforts like fancy foods or a softer pillow. If the coin was right, the black market served prisoners as well as any ordinary citizen. So, it was far from rare to hear to people talk in such a way. 
 
    "I think so," Cax said. "Just have to get organized and pick times and dates." 
 
    "I'll talk with the other xenophons," Astia said. The term xenophon was for the clan, but also for the leader of each gladiator clan. Astia was the xenophon for her clan. Cax had been, when she first came to the arena. For reasons he'd kept to himself, he'd taken her under his wing, taught her more about fighting than she'd ever known before, and eventually turned over his leadership role to her. "Maybe something will come of it." 
 
    "Maybe," Cax agreed, for all the world like he wondered if he might take a walk later, not start a rebellion. 
 
    Lorus, one of the other xenophons, sat at a nearby table. When Astia gave him a slight nod, he got up and came over to them. "Is there room at this table for a real male?" he asked in loud, abusive tones. 
 
    "If there isn't, then it's perfect for the likes of you," Cax answered. The two didn't like each other much, though they had one goal in common: escape the cage. They hadn't fought before, or, Astia figured, Lorus would be dead, but Cax had killed several of Lorus's clan in combat. 
 
    The tall, muscular elf sneered, but sat anyway. Most elves averaged around one point four meters in height. Lorus was a bit over one and a half. Cax, of course, was well over two meters and Astia was average. Lorus dwarfed Astia, and Cax dwarfed the male elf that much more. But, as Astia had seen time and time again in the arena, size didn't always matter. 
 
    They discussed plans, mostly in code. Lorus wanted out as badly as anyone, but he cautioned, "Perhaps it's not the best of times. I have heard Sparci is sending a representative with some request of our city. Whatever it may be, it might give us a better opportunity to let it develop." 
 
    "I've heard this rumor myself," Astia said, not wanting to admit she knew it for more than a rumor. 
 
    "Really?" Lorus said, cocking an eyebrow sharply. "Rumor has it you know more than me." 
 
    "Never trust rumors," Cax said. "After all, I heard you were a decent guy." He shook his head slowly, to demonstrate what he thought of that rumor. 
 
    "Let's see what Argi really wants of us first, shall we?" Lorus said. When Astia nodded reluctantly, the other xenophon got up from the table. "And if I catch you pissing on the reputation of one of my fighters again, we'll have more than words," he said loudly. Better to let the ears in the room think they were speaking of mundane concerns. He turned his shoulders and stalked away, noisily. 
 
    "Ass," Cax said, but his tone was dismissive and maybe for show. Then he brightened. "Gavail, what brings you here?" 
 
    Astia turned to see a slight girl of about fifteen. Her face flushed from its normal blueish tinge to brightest green as her yellow blood rushed to her face and she twisted her long curls around a forefinger. Despite the weapon she wore at her hip, the scene was humorous. The young female - elves matured around fourteen in Tintaigel - was obviously smitten with Cax. 
 
    "I bear a message for Astia," Gavail said, though her gaze never left Cax. "I'm to bring you to Syn Crossius, so you may meet your new Magister." 
 
    "What's a Magister?" Astia asked. She'd never heard the term before. 
 
    "I think it has something to do with that new Magistry," Gavail said. 
 
    Now amused, Astia raised a questioning eyebrow. "Do you forget, maybe, that we're stuck in this charming arena most of the time and have little to do with the outside world." Inside, her guts told her this had something to do with the incident in the courtyard a few days prior. 
 
    "Oh, sorry," Gavail said and flushed green again. "City's trying to protect us ordinary folk from mages. New bureau set up by Syn Crossius to register all mages." 
 
    "Makes sense," Cax said. "Get us all collared and tagged in different factions and they can divide the people until we can't stand up to them as a whole anymore. Vicious bastards are doing a great job at it, too." 
 
    "You're so wise," Gavail said in awe-struck tones. 
 
    Astia couldn't see why Cax was so interested in her. Unless he wasn't and was using her to get the key to the armory so the gladiators might make their escape. Otherwise, with such a limited world view, she wasn't worth much. To get around the enchantment on the arena, the escaping gladiator's knew they would have to take some guards and Octios with them. Gavail seemed malleable enough. 
 
    "So, will you come with me?" Gavail seemed to plead, rather than order Astia. 
 
    Since she didn't have much choice, Astia stood. "Take me where you want me," she said and Gavail giggled. 
 
    "I don't swing that way," she said, obviously trying to make a joke. When Astia didn't laugh or even smile, the young guard cleared her throat and got moving. Astia followed with resignation. 
 
    Instead of taking her into the bowels of the arena, Gavail led her up and out into the early morning light. They went up through the rough hewed stone steps of the arena. There were no fights going on so early in the morning, so it was empty. Astia looked around at the impressive structure rising high above the hovels surrounding it. There, off to the west and a tick north was the Temple of Hara, the highest point in Athessi. A few scraggly olive trees grew at the edges of the acropolis upon which it stood. It had been a while since she'd been there. 
 
    "Where is this Crossius?" Astia had no idea what to expect. 
 
    "I hope you don't mind my trick." A redheaded elf stepped from a shadowed corner. Her smile was mischievous and mirthful at the same time. "You may go, Gavail," Halene said. 
 
    "Trick?" Astia said. She wanted to be angry. No one liked being tricked. "What do you want?" she asked when the guard disappeared. 
 
    "Sit with me. Please," Halene said. Reluctantly, Astia did. "Thank you," the redhead said. "I've been thinking about you." 
 
    "And?" Astia asked. What could this female possibly want with me, she asked herself. To gain notoriety as the 'friend' of one of the top gladiators? To use me for one of her games she thinks will catapult her to more power or wealth? 
 
    Halene looked down to her feet. "I'm not what you must think of me," she said quietly. 
 
    "And what must I think of you?" Astia asked. "I don't know much of anything about you. Why would I presume to think anything?" 
 
    A little bolder, Halene gazed into her eyes. "You've been wronged by those who were your peers," she said. "I can imagine how I would feel toward someone of my station." 
 
    "What do you know about it." If she didn't like what Halene had to say, in a few moments, she would... Do what, exactly? Get up and leave? Being glib and rude in the face of a member of the Enyx might get her throat cut while she lay in bed one night. If her fellows didn't intend to escape soon, she might end up a slave to Halene, if that was her bent. 
 
    Rather, the redhead surprised her yet again. "I looked into your case," she said. "I believe you are innocent." 
 
    Astia laughed in her face. "No one is innocent," she said. "We lose that when we take our first steps, or tell our parents no for the first time." 
 
    "I believe you didn't kill your love," Halene said, her voice stronger this time. "Is that so hard to believe? Yes, I am a member of the Enyx, and yes, you have fallen from grace, but I can still be your friend. I want to be your friend and get to know you better. Is that so terrible?" 
 
    "If you haven't seen how the other half lives, how can you want anything to do with me?" Astia said. "I'm little more- I've become little more than a barbarian to the circles you run in. I was there once, I know how most look down their noses at gladiators and peasants." 
 
    Now Halene flushed green, but not like Gavail had done earlier. She stood and turned her back on Astia, perhaps not liking her feelings to show. "Just because you turned up your nose at the lesser people, doesn't mean most of us are like that," she snapped. "I've done things I'm not proud of for the good of Athessi, but I've never discounted a whole group of people before and neither have some of my colleagues. Did you know I'm a Cyfix? Not, perhaps, the best example you'll ever meet, but I believe that government should be limited because we would do better to abandon civilization and return more to nature." 
 
    A heavy silence crashed down on them for a few minutes. At last, Astia had seen a bit more of this woman than what she tried to project. During the orgy, the gladiator was certain Halene had been shielding herself, even though she spoke plainly enough. This moment, though, her walls gave her less protection. Even without words, Astia could see worth in her gestures. Whether it was enough was anyone's guess at the moment. For now, she tried to accept everything at face value, until she learned something different. 
 
    "All right," she said finally. "Can you do anything to help me?" 
 
    For a moment, she thought Halene might not answer. Might instead stalk away and never see her again. But she sighed heavily and retook her seat beside the gladiator. 
 
    "Not about your case, no," she said. "The courts don't entertain appeals from such old cases." 
 
    "Thanks for reminding me I'm no youth anymore," Astia said darkly. It was meant for a sarcastic joke. If Halene wasn't smart enough to take it for what it was... 
 
    But the redhead burst out a few barks of laughter. The suddenness of it and the crude sound she made must have embarrassed her, for she flushed again. Astia thought the sound and genuineness was cute. Halene had earned a point or two. 
 
    The redhead let her hand slip to Astia's leg. Before it lingered too long and spoiled the moment, she patted Astia's knee and removed it. Another point for you, Astia thought. 
 
    "I'm sorry for the reminder," Halene said, "but I don't think you're old, just... older." Astia nearly made the mistake she'd half expected Halene to make. Before she could take offense, though, the redhead's eyes sparkled. 
 
    Now it was Astia's turn to laugh, though she bit off the sound quickly. "So, why bring up the case at all?" she asked, growing serious once again. 
 
    This time when Halene stood, it was with different purpose. With her back to Astia, she said, "I don't like this omen of Argi sending a representative to us. The Lidyn wants something. Athessi has been growing and growing for decades. How long before a child outgrows her parents' tutelage?" 
 
    Astia had heard rumblings from different quarters of Athessi. The fire to be free burned inside most elves, gnomes and orcs. "What does this have to do with me?" she asked. "And what is it you want for our city?" 
 
    When Halene turned back, her eyes sparked with fire. "There will come a time when Athessi is free," she said. "The question is: how will that happen? What do I want? I want peace. I want everyone to get along and to respect each other's freedom." 
 
    "What we want and what we get are often far apart," Astia said. "What do you want that is practical?" 
 
    "There might be a way for us to help each other," Halene said. "I want to get to know you better. I want..." 
 
    She might have started to say she wanted Astia. But that was absurd. They'd only just met. If she'd said that, Astia would have known not to believe her. Lust sparked in the moment. If you wanted someone after but a moment, it was all for lust. Astia didn't want anything to do with lust. That was what had gotten her framed for murdering her love. Her weakness, Astia thought mournfully, but buried that remembrance deeply. 
 
    "Are you an Opino?" Astia asked. If Halene belonged to the fringe group bent on overthrowing Lidyn Phonia and purging Athessi of all Sparci influence, she might not be bold enough to admit it. That hadn't stopped Astia from asking. 
 
    "I brought you a small gift," Halene said, instead of answering. "The other night, you said it had been a while since you prayed." 
 
    "Yes," the gladiator said guardedly. She couldn't blame Halene for not answering her directly, but was this some sort of answer disguised as something else? When she sought power for her own career and ends, Astia had played the game along with everyone else. She didn't think she was the greatest, but she wasn't the worst at it, either. Would Halene turn out to be better, or worse, or not so interested in the game at all? 
 
    "I also remember you were a follower of Artema," Halene said. Without waiting for Astia to answer, she picked up a cloth sack from the shadowed corner where she'd announced herself to Astia. "I brought you a little something for Her," she said and laid the sack on the stone bench. "I have to go; I wish to see you again, though next time, I won't sneak up on you like that." 
 
    "That would be appreciated," Astia said and waited for Halene to leave. 
 
    When she looked in the sack, her eyes leaped back to the last place she'd seen the redhead, then back to the sack. If she remembered correctly, Halene was a follower of Hara. It wasn't always common knowledge what made a perfect sacrifice for one of the Three and One, if you didn't follow Her yourself. Maybe Halene had done research, to make a perfect gift? 
 
    What she removed from the sack was a pika, a small rodent that hopped on all fours and enjoyed living on crags in the mountains. For Artema, Goddess of the Land, the pika was a perfect sacrifice. Goddess also of the Hunt and Nature, Artema despised hunting for the sport of it. If you couldn't use everything from one of her creatures, what was the point of killing it? Artema had raised elven kind from the beasts around them, long ago in prehistory, even before the other Goddesses deigned to give them intelligence. 
 
    Rather than waste the opportunity, Astia gathered up the sack and strode down to the underworks. "I need two Octios, fast," she said to the jailer. 
 
    "And just where are you off to in such a hurry?" Danica asked. She wasn't in the habit of letting her meal tickets out without finding out what they were up to. 
 
    "The temple," Astia said and showed her what was in the sack. 
 
    "All right, keep your robe on," Danica said. 
 
    Up the sixty-four steps Astia strode. Behind her and to either side, her Octios strode. They were almost invisible to the gladiator. More than most days, they seemed to blend into the air. Astia would have liked it better if they weren't with her, but there was nothing she could do about that... at the moment. She kept looking down at the sack and thinking of the kindness Halene had shown in not only figuring out what to give, but in giving it as well. Pikas were expensive because of their elusiveness; it took skilled trackers and hunters to capture them alive, and it would have to have been alive and blessed before it could be made a sacrifice. 
 
    "And how do you worship today, my child?" a priest asked when Astia passed beyond the first arch. There were few roofs in Athessi. Most of the structures looked out at the sky above. Only homes and apartment complexes enjoyed protection from the elements. 
 
    "I am here to seek the blessing of Artema," Astia said. Though the temple was dedicated to Hara, all the Goddesses were represented. In Sparci, the temple was dedicated to Persephone, Goddess of the Deep, Guardian of the Underworld, a perfect personification for the dour, fatalistic Sparci. 
 
    "Ah, please enter and allow the light of Hara to guide your offering," the priest said. 
 
    Kneeling before the altar, Astia laid the prepared pika out on it. The priest offered her a ceremonial dagger. Ordinarily, gladiators weren't allowed to have weapons outside the arena. In the temple, the Octios offered no resistance; they couldn't make the offering for her and they couldn't expect her to butcher the creature with her bare hands. 
 
    Methodically, Astia skinned the pika while offering her prayers to Artema. The liver, lungs and other internal organs would go into a stew. Muscle, tendon and sinew could be sold to an alchemist to be used for potions and poultices. The bones would go to the temple, to help feed the homeless a stew with the nutritious marrow inside. And the fur would make a fine pelt for when the weather turned cooler. 
 
    The blood of the poor creature was the only thing she didn't salvage. That was for Artema Herself. Thick, red liquid ran down the altar, collecting in a small moat that surrounded it. The priests would allow it to seep beneath the temple and soak the earth, thus appeasing the Goddess. Blood was born of the land and would return to the land, the scriptures said. 
 
    As Astia finished her prayers, she thought of the one who'd given her the gift. When a picture of Halene popped into her mind's eye, a sparkle of sunlight gleamed off the altar. It didn't blind her, as it might. Instead, it warmed the memory of Halene. It was Artema's way of rewarding the prayers and offering. Whether it meant anything beyond that, perhaps a blessing that Astia would do well to court Halene, wasn't so clear. 
 
    "Ah, the Goddesses work in mysterious ways," the priest said. "I see Artema is pleased with your offering. She has sent you a gift of wisdom." 
 
    "Do you know what it means?" Astia asked. 
 
    "Yes," said the priest, and then he was silent. 
 
    "But you won't tell me," the gladiator said. 
 
    "It is not for me," the priest told her. "You would do well to heed it, though." 
 
    "Thanks," Astia said sarcastically. "I couldn't have figured that out for myself." 
 
    The priest laughed. "The Goddesses enjoy humor as well," he said. "Otherwise, would it not be wise not to make wise before their altar?" His eye gleamed, much like the altar had. 
 
    "You enjoyed that," Astia said and the priest only laughed again in response. She felt better than she had in months, though. Artema was also the Goddess of Love, and as it is in Nature, Love is often cruel. Astia wondered if Artema would be cruel or kind to her? "It couldn't get much worse, I suppose," she murmured to herself. As if the priest had heard her - and knew her past and thoughts, as well - he laughed again, not in merriment or mockery, but a knowing chuckle. Astia shuddered and decided it would be best to return to the arena. 
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    Halene, High Sun 64 
 
      
 
    "The Lidyn's quarters are so... spacious." The last word came out more as an insult than might have been good for Halene's career. Fortunately, no one was paying her much attention. Her slight of Lidyn Phonia at the orgy still resonated through the city. Rumor, as it often did, seemed to spread farther and faster than it had any business doing. Even the peasants knew she'd done something not advisable. When she walked the streets of the market square, despite the bustle of commerce and excitement, she seemed in a bubble all her own. 
 
    Even Ysander, once her staunch ally, paid more attention to the decor and light conversation of the others. Perhaps he was trying to fit in, or maybe he wanted to let her stew in her own juices. If he wanted to go to her rescue at another time in the Enyx, he could remind her that she'd insulted him and the Lidyn both in the same week. It didn't seem sensible, when she thought of it like that. 
 
    Immediately, Halene decided she didn't care what anyone thought of her comment. If things went the way they should, the people would have more reason to think her a heroine, rather than a fool. And, more to the point, it was true. Phonia had slave quarters more spacious and well appointed than the junior members of the Enyx. Ysander and she preferred the sparse lifestyle, but others, perhaps sympathetic without even knowing, complained in select company, about Phonia's excessive apportionment of tax money. 
 
    Proving she hadn't been totally ignored, Ysander appeared next to her as if by magic. "Makes you wonder where more of the peasants' coin is going, eh?" 
 
    "You know something you're not telling," Halene said in some surprise. Then she drew closer to the taller, less adorned elf and whispered, "What do you know and how can we use it?" 
 
    "Me? I know not of what you speak," Ysander said. "I am but a poor and humble public servant." 
 
    To that, Halene scoffed. Though it was more true of Ysander than any other, the Cyfix adherent had far more up his sleeve at any given moment than a poor, humble servant had any business having. "Are we not occasional allies in the Enyx? Do you think that I would betray a confidence?" If he answered 'yes' to the second question, she might be personally insulted. That might lead to a duel, or else an estrangement. 
 
    But, to her relief - she hadn't wanted to challenge him to a duel, after all - he shook his head. "I doubt not your word," he said, then took a moment before answering the former question. "I thought we were closer allies until the other day when you decided the peasants' plight mattered not so much as it might. It seems we are less occasional allies than I'd once thought." Was that disappointment in his voice? Ysander took everything in stride and rarely showed weakness; his beliefs and principles cushioned any blow a foe might make better than a shield protected a warrior. 
 
    "Enjoying the delights of privilege?" Conversation between them cut off abruptly when Cleander's voice floated their way. The tall, stately elf strode toward them with purpose. "I find the art of Maxxa delightfully decadent, don't you?" he said and practically drooled on the sculpture Halene stood before. 
 
    "Is that what this is?" Halene said and smirked. "I thought it was a pet project of Phonia's idiot daughter." It was impolitic to remind anyone that the Lidyn had a daughter who might have been hit over the head as an infant. 
 
    Ysander snorted laughter. It took Cleander a few moments to realize she'd said anything, then a few more before his brow raised. Pointy teeth showed from under his lips in what was certainly not intended to be a smile. "I'm sure you meant that in the kindest of ways, Halene," he said. "This is certainly the work of Maxxa, the greatest artist of our fair city." 
 
    "What brings us all together here this day?" Ysander said. Though he tried to steer the conversation away, he gave Halene an appreciative nod. Maybe, he thought, if she was willing to disgrace herself so totally, she couldn't be all bad. 
 
    "I don't know." Cleander was willing to change the subject too, so maybe the taint of Halene's words wouldn't rub off on him, too. Many of the gathered politely pretended not to hear her comment, though in such close quarters, there was little doubt most heard it, she'd spoken so loudly. "The Lidyn is keeping this representative fellow under wraps until our dinner." 
 
    "A fellow, you say?" Ysander asked, as he was no doubt meant to, for Cleander preened. 
 
    "Did I say that?" he said with mocking sheepishness. "I did notice Arc Lorenz when he arrived this afternoon, under heavy guard, of course." Cleander liked to act as though he knew more than he did. Not many people knew he bluffed a lot, but Halene suspected as much. 
 
    "Arc Lorenz?" she asked now. "I'm afraid I'm not familiar. I don't believe I've ever heard the title." 
 
    "It is mostly honorary," Cleander said. "Similar to our Corder, an Arc is a functionary of the Sparci Eryx. He is, no doubt, an important male, and Lidyn Argi lends his authority to the words of the Arc, so he is not to be dismissed." 
 
    "It isn't an elected office, like most others," Ysander said. He'd been in the Enyx longer than Halene and had traveled to Sparci to learn democracy at the feet of the Eryx. "Appointed by majority vote in the Eryx and approved by the Lidyn." 
 
    Someone clinked a piece of brass cutlery against a glass goblet. The sharp sound pierced the many rooms of Phonia's apartments. "Attend, attend." That was Phonia's voice. "Please attend the arrival of our esteemed guest." 
 
    Everyone, as commanded, made their way to the long dining hall. This was the only room Halene begrudged to Phonia. In order to hold her station, the Lidyn would often entertain important government officials, not only from Athessi, but Sparci and even Thessolpii, a newer colony town far to the south along the coast. Sometimes, many chairs were necessary and for the guests to feel as though they had much space to enjoy it. 
 
    A long table of fine marble spread across nearly the length of the room. It was an extravagance Halene wouldn't have chosen. How many servants had hurt their backs carrying in such a heavy marvel? Even one would have been too many, in her opinion. The table was decorated with hydra flowers, a hardy tree that, like the olive, could grow in the harsh country around Athessi. When everyone was in attendance, servants began bringing in the meal and everyone of importance sat, Arc Lorenz at the head of the table, in Phonia's normal place. Halene and Ysander sat toward the opposite end of the long table: posts of ill repute. Cleander, as was custom, sat next to the head of the table. Normally, he would be at Phonia's right, but seeing as she occupied that chair, he sat across from her, at Lorenz's left. 
 
    Barley soup, enhanced with onions, both hardy plants that grew well off to the east where the ground was a little better, was the first course. Mutton and fish, laced with leeks, onions and radishes was the main dish. Halene chose fish; mutton was nice for a change, but she hadn't developed the taste for it like Cleander and the others who enjoyed decadence. 
 
    All the guests were given small beer or wine; better they didn't get drunk, at least until the esteemed Arc had his say. Then, it was likely the real alcohol would flow, so the government officials, thus fortified, might come up with ideas on how to make the demands of Argi more palatable to the peasants. 
 
    When dessert, strawberries and blueberries - a delicacy that was bountiful in the summer months - in a sugary sauce went round the table, Arc Lorenz stood. A goblet of small wine was pressed into his hand by a faithful servant. The Arc sipped, swished and swallowed with a delighted gurgle. At the snap of his fingers, a servant stepped forward, a larger, wider goblet cupped in both hands. 
 
    "Esteemed members of the Enyx, Lidyn Phonia, I, as you know, am here in Lidyn Argi's stead. 
 
    "Our illustrious Lidyn is proud to have such fine allies in Athessi," he continued, taking the large goblet from the servant's hands. 
 
    "Allies my arse," Ysander said quietly. Brash and sarcastic as he often was in the face of authority, even he didn't want to speak too loudly at this point. "Servants of Argi's ambitions, nothing more." 
 
    "Too right," Halene agreed. Silently, a few nearby heads bobbed up and down. They were of similar mind to Ysander; the farther back along the table you were, the less likely you were to agree with those at its head. 
 
    "It is in the spirit of giving, that, this evening, I present a goblet of Xentaur blood, thrice blessed, of course, to Lidyn Phonia, so she may offer it to Tyxia, Undergoddess of Hatred and Solemn Oaths." 
 
    So it wasn't just rumor. Halene didn't know whether to join the applause or run from the room as quickly as her feet might take her. Offering anything to one of the Undergods was a direct slap in the face to the Three and One. Lord Livion, Scourge of the Land, when he was deposed as Godhead of the Five - who then became the Three and One - far back in prehistory, subtly began encouraging mortals to send their offerings to the Undergods. Livion was a sneaky bastard and would take any opportunity to undermine the Goddesses who once considered him their superior. 
 
    At last, she decided discretion the better part of valor and clapped a few times, as Ysander did. If they were invoking Tyxia, then Argi expected something substantial, as the two cities were bound by solemn oaths to support each other in times of war. There hadn't been a war in decades though, not when the progenitors of the Aiken, the Ioen elves, had been driven to extinction. The Sparci were warlike and fought to destroy their foes. Once, the Ioen culture had spread over all the western lands and Sparci was a small colony. The ground was so harsh there, that the people became so hardy and vicious that they quickly rose up against their masters and declared their city free. It was more than a century in the past, right around the time when elves began counting the days and months to create a calendar. 
 
    Phonia performed the ritual. The ground beneath them rumbled slightly. "A tremor, is all," the Lidyn said. Earthquakes were frequent but rarely so bad they became dangerous. 
 
    Halene sent a quick prayer to Hara. She wasn't convinced. By the look on Ysander's face, neither was he. 
 
    "The ritual is done," Phonia said at last. The goblet of Xentaur blood was magically empty. Halene could see why, even though she didn't agree, some people thought the Undergods more worthy of honoring. When you offered blood to the Goddesses, it didn't disappear. When you offered it to one of the Undergods, it often did, as though that semi-deity had consumed it without you even knowing they were there. 
 
    "Tyxia shall bless this union and Athessi," Phonia said after a few moments with her eyes closed. Was she really communing with the Undergoddess? Some said the Undergods walked Tintaigel. They said that, if you were lucky - or truly unlucky - you could come face to face with one of them. Halene couldn't know. "Please, Your Imminence, tell us what Lidyn Argi requires of Athessi," Phonia said before resuming her seat. 
 
    "Thank you, Excellency," Lorenz said and bowed low to her. "Sparci sailors have reported strange activity on several islands far to the west. At first, the Eryx dismissed these as rumors. However, Lidyn Argi, may the Goddesses bless and keep him, sent scouts recently." 
 
    "He presents us with an offering to Tyxia, then attempts to receive the blessing of the Three and One for Argi," Ysander whispered to Halene. "Does he intend to court danger on our behalf, or is he simply trying to bring about Argi's doom?" 
 
    "When the ground began to shake, I wondered myself," Halene admitted. 
 
    "Oh, you noticed, did you?" Ysander said with a grin. His understatement was epic. 
 
    Lorenz was saying something else. Halene had to focus to get back to his speech. "The Ioen heathens have a small town near the far coast of the largest island to the west," Lorenz said. A collective gasp went up from the gathered. The primitive Ioens were well hated. For some reason, the Goddesses had chosen to allow them to remain in ignorance. They didn't use any fancier metal than iron and no one had ever discovered writing of any kind in the ghost towns they'd left behind in their rapid decline at the hands of the aggressive Sparci. 
 
    "What would you have of Athessi?" Phonia was quick to offer whatever she could, so Argi might leave her alone to revel in her own power for a while longer. 
 
    "Certainly, troops, money and supplies," Lorenz said and everyone nodded, expecting nothing less. "You have such plenty here we could not match in the barren, rocky lands around Sparci," he added. Few vegetables grew in the western half of the peninsula. Onions, leeks, and radishes could grow there, they were hardy enough, but there was little but rock. What land was usable, the Sparci used. 
 
    "Plenty, he says we have, when our peasants go hungry two winters out of three," Ysander said bitterly. From what Halene had seen since being elevated to the Enyx, Ysander went hungry with the people in times like those. It was one of the things which endeared him to them. 
 
    "You shall have what you need to wipe out the hated enemy," Phonia said. 
 
    Lorenz remained standing. He cleared his throat. "Lidyn Argi has decided on a daring strategy against the Ioen town. The first wave is to consist of a holding force, while the main army lands to the south, then sweeps north to crush the city from the west. To this end, he requires shock troops." 
 
    "What kind of shock troops?" Cleander asked. Maybe he'd been privy to some of the inside information and maybe not, but he seemed genuinely perplexed by this new information. 
 
    "Lidyn Argi wants your gladiators," Lorenz said. Another collective gasp came from the males and females in attendance. "If they are willing to make up the holding force, brave warriors accustomed to death that they are, he will grant the survivors full pardon for their crimes. They will be free for their service to Sparci." 
 
    "Who will populate our arena?" Phonia said. What she really meant was: Who will keep the peasants entertained so they don't realize how bad they really have it and revolt against us? She didn't say it that way, which proved she was a better politician than Halene gave her credit for being. 
 
    It took her a minute, but Halene began to worry about Astia. Tough though she was, did the attractive, sandy haired elf have the wherewithal to remain in the arena and not take a surely suicidal deal? With enough time, Halene could get her out of her troubles, either by aiding the gladiators' escape, or if the Opinos could somehow take advantage of the war with the Ioen and accelerate their plans to make Athessi free, they might overturn suspicious convictions, like Astia's. 
 
    "We have plenty of slaves who are, shall we say disagreeable," Lorenz said. "His Excellency also doesn't believe all your gladiators will take up the call; he expects you shall still have games in the meantime. We don't require all of them, at any rate. Enough to fill a ship; after all, we have our own gladiators in Sparci. His Excellency grants Athessi the entire month of Lisun to prepare a force, coin and supplies for the journey to the coast; he also once again thanks you for your support." 
 
    The dinner broke up shortly afterward. Phonia said she would draft the order to be tacked up in the arena while the Enyx debated where and how to supply the Sparci with regular troops, money and food. Ysander was first out the door, disappearing into the eastern setting sun. His would no doubt be the only voice warning the peasants that forced conscription may be coming soon. 
 
    "Could I have a moment of your time, Halene?" Cleander asked and trotted up beside her. 
 
    "You want something of me? I'm... flattered," Halene said. "I thought I was a pariah these days." 
 
    "You shame me," Cleander said. He did his best to affect shame, but he didn't know enough of it to make it look convincing. "I want to give you the chance to recover from your missteps of late." 
 
    "My missteps. How quaint of you to put it that way," she said. While the politician spoke, she thought back to her last meeting with Astia. Warmth that had nothing to do with the weather filled her. Without knowing, she found herself looking to the temple of Hara. The gladiator had probably taken the pika immediately to the temple. Something in the structure, the bleached white columns and arches, drew her attention far better than the droning of Cleander. In that image of the temple, she saw Astia's clear brown eyes and the thin line her lips made when she'd first seen the sack. They'd been arguing over something foolish Halene couldn't remember. What she did remember was when the gladiator's beautiful eyes went wide when she looked in the sack. 
 
    "You aren't even listening, are you?" Cleander said, his voice amused. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Halene said and half meant it. "You were talking about a proposal, I believe, for some land?" She'd gotten that much while she pined for Astia's gaze. 
 
    "The Sparci army requires some land," Cleander said. "General Klonus accompanied Arc Lorenz and asked me specifically to acquire it. They had their eyes on some precious flat land southeast of Athessi." 
 
    Flat land was a precious commodity, all right. "Why would they require something so specific?" Halene asked. "Athessi could use that land to expand our farmland and make the peasants' live better and even grow the city into a power of its own." 
 
    The politician rubbed his forehead and glanced curiously at her. "Athessi is already a power," he said. "Do you mean to join the Opinos and say Athessi needs to show its power to our Sparci allies?" He'd meant it for a joke, but his amused features went slack when Halene didn't deny it right away. With a deep sigh, Cleander said, "I should not like to be included in any plots you might have regarding Athessi separation." He couldn't come out with the word 'revolution' which showed how beholden he was to the current power structure. 
 
    "Did the general say why they needed this land?" Halene asked. They were walking away from the center of power, heading east toward the market, the setting sun blazing orange in their faces. 
 
    "He did not," Cleander said and she believed him. He was so self important he didn't realize that his shoulders slumped enough when he was being honest; it hurt him so to not be in the loop and to have to admit it truthfully. 
 
    "Then I shall have to think about whether to lend my support," she said. "I thank you for trying to help resurrect my career and I shall think on this proposal, but I need some time." 
 
    "Of course," Cleander said, and sounded satisfied, at least to her ear. "I shall take my leave; good morrow, Halene." 
 
    One thing she'd noticed, from her last meeting with Astia, was the gladiator enjoyed sewing. Her robes were mended by an experienced, but not professional hand. Since the gladiators took their clothing from the public trust, they should have been immaculately sewn. Since her robe was imperfect, Halene guessed she enjoyed sewing her own clothing. Now that she was entering the market square, she intended to bring another - hopefully - thoughtful gift to her friend. 
 
    She didn't want to buy Astia's affection, for several reasons, one being she didn't think the gladiator sold her affections, but also because that wasn't what Halene was interested in. She could buy sex if she wanted, or for that matter, she could participate in the orgies the government often engaged in. It wouldn't be a difficult task to get invited to more of them. But she found the sandy haired gladiator and her history... intriguing. 
 
    The first stall she went to had nothing of quality. Since Halene lived frugally and donated much of her earnings in the Enyx to the poor, she couldn't afford to enter the storefronts whose prices were absurd. Instead, she clung to the fringes of the square and frequented the stalls. 
 
    "Do you have any gold thread?" she asked another vendor. 
 
    "Of course I do," the elf female said. "It's very dear, but I have it." She was filthy and stunk of close quarters and sweat. But she produced a spool of fine golden thread all the same. "Three bronze coins, if you care for it," she said. 
 
    Before she touched it, Halene's hand dropped back to her side and she sneered. "Three bronze coins for one spool of thread is a crime," she said harshly. "I've heard of robbery before, but this is near grand larceny." 
 
    "You don't have to buy it if you can't afford it, deary," the older elf female said with a sniff. "I told you it was very dear." 
 
    "You can get a hundred spools of silk thread for under a bronze," Halene said. "I wouldn't pay twenty-five coppers for this thread." One hundred iron coins became one copper, and one hundred coppers made one bronze coin. Most merchants in the stalls didn't do business in anything more precious than bronze. Behind the storefronts they used silver occasionally, but only occasionally. 
 
    "Now whom insults whom?" the vendor said, mangling her grammar. Halene wondered if she was from Sparci. She was certainly swarthy enough. Their languages were very similar, but not identical. "I couldn't feed my children with the loss I took selling you that thread for this price." Yes, her grammar mistakes said she was probably from Sparci. 
 
    "I have golden thread for one bronze," another vendor said. 
 
    "Hah!," the first elf said. "You have thread fit for a peasant. Fie for your so called golden thread." 
 
    With one quick glance, she decided the second vendor was peddling garbage. She turned back to the elf from Sparci. "I have one bronze; I won't pay any more for it." To show she meant it, she took out the coin from her purse and laid it on the counter. 
 
    The female's eyes gleamed. When she scooped it up, Halene made sure to watch the coin as closely as she could. The elf bit the coin; it bent enough but not too much so that it satisfied her. Her smile was welcoming as she tossed Halene the thread. "You don't bargain so good, but your coin is well," she said, once again mangling the Athessi dialect. 
 
    Satisfied herself, Halene put the thread in her purse and headed back for her small apartment. She and Astia had made a luncheon date, which likely meant her match would take place in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Astia, LiSun 1 
 
      
 
    "I'll gut you like a fish," Junia snarled, loudly enough for Astia to hear the other xenophon across the arena. The crowd was especially energetic today; it wasn't often two clan heads warred. As the announcer droned on, Junia stared into Astia's eyes, her own burning with vitriol. 
 
    "Your day has come," Junia bellowed. The crowd roared and took to their feet, eager to see and smell blood. 
 
    When the announcer finished, Junia hefted her two handed axe and charged, screaming at the top of her lungs. An orc, Junia stood head and shoulders above Astia and had the strength of three of the smaller gladiator. Facing her hadn't been the idea of any friend of Astia's, that was certain. 
 
    All Astia could do was put her shield up and hope to deflect the mighty blow. Iron clanged on copper. Head hidden beneath the shield, Astia skirted to the side and struck out low with her blade. The orc proved quick on her feet, too, as she was gone before Astia had fully begun the move. 
 
    "Why are we fighting?" Astia asked. "I've not known your ire before." Deftly, she arced backwards to avoid a horizontal swipe and quickly put her shield up again. With her opponent devilishly quick and incredibly strong, Astia's shield was a far better weapon than the short blade she carried in her right hand. 
 
    When she blocked with the shield this time, the orc put her shoulder into it, shoving Astia back several paces. It was an attempt to knock the smaller gladiator off balance, and it nearly worked. "You be a fool," Junia said. "There be no friends here." Rather than go on, she danced around Astia, trying to get behind her foe, or at least to the side farthest from the shield. 
 
    "Not friends, but not enemies," Astia said when she deflected another swipe. She lunged forward with the shield in front, and struck out at Junia's legs. The tall, thin orc bounded away with alacrity and snarled again. The crowd loved it. 
 
    "Enemies be everywhere," Junia said and waited, holding her axe across her chest. "You made someone angry. Someone with power." In a heartbeat, she used the blunt end of the axe as a club and beat away Astia's sword stroke. 
 
    Against this foe, Astia realized she could do little. Everyone had their match, no matter how good they were. The best she could hope for would be to reach stalemate. The worst... The sandy haired elf shook all over at the thought. Not in rage or fear, but disgust. To die in battle against a superior or equal foe was no disgrace; to have Junia set against her for the gain of some politician, now that rankled. 
 
    Sweat dripped down her forehead, stung her eyes. Quickly, she turned away another strike from the blunt end of the double bladed axe. If she was hit by the blunt end, it would be as bad as from the other, for the thick iron pommel would knock her senseless and set up the kill from the sharp end. It was as if Junia had two weapons. 
 
    The orc got too close and felt the cool copper of Astia's shield bounce off the side of her face. Astia, too, had more than one weapon. The shield could be used effectively for offense, as well as defense. Astia struck with her blade. It caught the thick leather of Junia's raiment, but she twisted away before it penetrated. 
 
    To Astia's dismay, it seemed the perfect trap, for the shaft of Junia's axe swung up, knocking the sword from her hand. The crowd cheered and jeered and were on their feet; they sensed victory and defeat in the air. The orc rushed forward, putting her shoulder into the shield and ramming Astia up against the sturdy wall of the arena. People in the near seats let out cries of outrage - they wouldn't be able to see the kill. 
 
    Astia grabbed the shaft of the axe with her free hand, held on for all she was worth. "Tell me who wants me dead so badly," she said and tried to use her shield to break free. The axe hooked over the edge of the shield and as the two females wrestled, both instruments flew clear. 
 
    "Die squirming," Junia said and tried to punch Astia, who dodged. The big orc let out a howl as her fist rammed into the stone wall. 
 
    With a kick to the shin, Astia broke free of her foe's grasp, looked wildly for her sword. When she saw it, she made for it, but the orc tackled her. This time, her fist found Astia's belly. The gladiator gasped for breath, rolled away, only to feel hands grip her by the hips. 
 
    Astia pulled in one of her legs and kicked back again. Though her foot struck home, making Junia bellow, the orc grabbed her leg. When she kicked with the other leg, she freed herself and scrambled to her feet, only to have Junia tackle her again. This time, Astia fell on her back and the bigger female on top of her. With a handful of dirt from the arena floor, she tossed it at her foe, getting some in her own eye for her trouble. 
 
    Once more, Astia scrambled away and to her feet. By now, she was so turned around that she had to take a few moments to locate the weapons again. The first thing she laid eyes on was her battered shield. Without waiting to see where her opponent was, she raced toward it, glad to have it in her clutches. Then, she whirled and spied Junia coming toward her, rage burning in her tiny, black eyes. 
 
    The gladiator raised her shield in time, but the force of Junia's punch threw her back all the same. A dent formed in the copper weapon as the orc's howl was deafening. The noise from the crowd also thundered in her ears. "Who wants me dead?" she asked her foe again. Instead of waiting for an answer, though, she lunged forward, striking Junia in the side with the battered shield. 
 
    This time, however, it did no good. The orc turned with the blow, then brought up her arm inside Astia's guard, knocking her shield arm up and away. Junia's arm reached out and grabbed Astia by the throat. The gladiator felt her feet leave the ground and the large opponent slammed her, hard, against the cool stone of the arena. With her free hand, she grabbed the shield, threw it down to the ground. 
 
    "Cleander." Smug, Junia glared into Astia's eye. Her fingers closed off more of Astia's breath with every second. "Now, die, bitch." 
 
    Astia's life began to flash before her eyes. They said that happened when you died. There was still so much she wanted to accomplish. An escape from prison had been foremost on her mind, naturally. Then, the image of Halene peeked through the gloom. It was comforting, in a way. Perhaps it was Artema who granted her a last look at the attractive elf, before she would surely die. 
 
    Suddenly, Junia's grip slackened. Without warning, Astia's feet dropped down to the ground. Gasping for air, she choked, wheezed and sucked in as much as she could. When she looked up, cautiously, the first thing she noticed was Junia's eyes, tiny and empty, staring up at her from the dirt floor. Then, she noticed the other half of the orc's torso wasn't in the right position. 
 
    "You all right, boss?" That was Cax's voice. A big, meaty hand came down into Astia's view. Instinctively, she took it and was soon on her feet. 
 
    "What happened?" she asked, her voice raw. At last, she focused all her senses, and heard the crowd. Disappointment toned some of their cries, but most were happy to see death, no matter how it played out. "Junia was about to..." her voice croaked, partly from the throttling her throat took and partly because she was in denial of what was happening. Surely she was in the afterlife now, and all this a dream. 
 
    "Kill you," Cax finished for her. "Aye, she would have," the giant said. 
 
    Now Astia looked up at the him. He would have easily stood head and shoulders above Junia. The double bladed axe was in his grip; blue blood dripped off it, pooling in the tan dirt. "Why?" Astia asked. 
 
    "Oh, come off it, boss," Cax said. "You saved my hide from those gnomes a few weeks back, remember? Tiny bastards, they're too fast for me. They were cutting me up something fierce, little pin pricks, but they mounted in a hurry. It was my match, my time to die, but you saved me. We all need help from time to time. It was your turn to need it, that's all." 
 
    That wasn't all, but what he said made too much sense. Still, Astia felt nearly cheated out of a death. She shook her head at the ridiculousness of that idea. Not ready to die yet, she knew Cax was right. "Thank you," she said, then in musing tones, "She said Cleander wanted me dead. He must have arranged this match." 
 
    "We'll ask Danica," Cax said. "And if she doesn't provide us with answers..." the big orc didn't finish, but his ominous tone warned of what might happen. 
 
    "I know: I was paid to arrange that match," Danica said when they returned to the undercroft. The older elf glared defiantly up at Cax. "When five gold coins come down here with a messenger, I don't care who sent them, only that they ain't fake." 
 
    "Five gold?" Astia said, awe in her voice. That was more than peasants made all their lives. Many merchants never dealt in gold coin; they were reserved mostly for the wealthiest of the wealthy. Peasants and traders dealt in iron and copper coins. Wealthier people might deal in bronze and silver. 
 
    "Aye, so I care not, and neither should you, seeing as how you survived." Danica's grin was sly. She knew how to look at things. "Here's your share, deary, so you know it was nothing personal." She handed Astia a silver coin. 
 
    "You think this Cleander knows?" Cax asked when they were safely away from prying ears. 
 
    "No, not about that," Astia said. Unless they had a traitor amongst them, she didn't think it likely the authorities knew about their escape plans. And if they did have a traitor, why didn't the Zalla, or the army, come and take her away? Why all the sneakery? "I guess Cleander is still sore about me snubbing the Lidyn at that orgy." Or maybe it had something to do with Halene, though she couldn't figure out what. 
 
    "I tell you one thing," Cax said and Astia looked up at him. "I wouldn't have passed up the chance to get a piece of Phonia." The gleam in his eye said it might not have been her sex he was after. 
 
    "You got a visitor," someone called. Down the nearest corridor strode Halene, walking through the bowels of the arena as if she owned the place. 
 
    "Looks like you have a date, boss," Cax said admiringly. "Lucky you." 
 
    Feeling herself flush, Astia elbowed the giant in the ribs, stretching up to do so. "Don't you have some villagers to terrify or something?" she said and Cax took the hint, lumbering away. "Syn Halene," she said and curtsied. 
 
    The redhead grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. "Are you insane?" she demanded hotly. "You almost got yourself killed." Was that genuine concern for Astia in her voice, or simple wanderlust? 
 
    When Astia broke free, it was with no small effort that she didn't retaliate by shoving Halene away. "Did I have a choice?" she asked bitterly. "In case you hadn't noticed, I'm here against my will." 
 
    The other elf hung her head and she mumbled, "You're right; I beg your pardon." When she looked up again, half her pretty smile had returned. "Would you care to dine with me?" she asked sweetly. 
 
    "Let me get changed," Astia said and suited action to words. 
 
    They walked through the lower city streets, up - down, in the town's slang - into the heart, the market square. A fine eatery stood on the opposite end, the only such business on the square. The two - what were they, Astia thought: acquaintances, friends, allies - took a bench along the counter and called for small wine and fish. A male gnome quickly brought them two dented iron cups and a green bottle. When he held out his hand, Astia placed the silver coin she'd received from Danica in it. The gnome gaped, bit down to make sure it was genuine and hurried away to get their food. 
 
    "Where did you get that?" Halene asked. Suspiciously, she glanced back at the Octios accompanying Astia, but they merely gazed off into nowhere, caring nothing for the conversation. 
 
    "A price for my head," Astia said sarcastically. The gnome returned with two steaming bowls. He set them before the elves and handed Astia a small purse of jangling coins. Only briefly did she glance in, and, spying quite a few bronze coins, tied the purse to her belt and forgot it was there. 
 
    "Tell me," Halene said and Astia did. When she finished the tale with Junia lying on the ground in two separate pieces, Halene grimaced. "I had no idea," she said quietly, maybe to herself. 
 
    "I didn't think you would." Astia set her hand atop Halene's for a moment. When her hand began to warm, she returned it to her bowl. The fish was good. 
 
    "Tell me more about... being a gladiator," Halene asked. What might she have been about to ask before the pause? Before Astia could think about it, her cute companion reached into the purse which swung on her belt and placed a spool on the counter. "I noticed you mend your own robes. I thought you might like this." 
 
    Gazing sidelong at Halene, Astia carefully picked up the spool. Golden thread was dear and hard to come by. From the texture, she guessed it genuine; she wouldn't test it between her teeth until she was alone and not apt to insult the elf who'd given it to her. "This is too much," Astia said and held it out for Halene to take. 
 
    Instead, the redhead cupped Astia's hand in hers, set it and the thread back on the counter. "Please take it," she said. "I don't want to buy your affection, but only to show you my interest." 
 
    "I'm aware of your interest," Astia said neutrally, but didn't argue anymore. 
 
    "What would your plans be, if you no longer had to keep certain company?" Though she didn't turn and glare at the Octios, Halene no doubt spoke of them. 
 
    "Depends," Astia said and ate some more. She called for a refill; fighting and almost dying burned a lot of fuel. 
 
    "On?" Halene pressed gently. 
 
    "What the circumstances were," Astia said. "In a free city, I might remain in a voluntary arena; fighting has been my life for almost a decade and I know little else." 
 
    "You could always return to a government that welcomed your input," Halene suggested. 
 
    But Astia shook her head. "I don't believe the way I did back then," she said. "My views have changed significantly, seeing how rough it is for most people. I can't see how government benefits the poor, only the politicians." She didn't - quite - glare at Halene. 
 
    "Then we've done a poor job," Halene said. "I have news," she went on when Astia received another steaming bowl of fish. "Sparci wants gladiators to be shock troops in an assault on an Ioen fortress." 
 
    "Of course," Astia said as she dug into the second half of her meal. "We are, after all, your servants." She couldn't hide her bitterness. "Do you demand it, I'm sure you would expect me to do as you bid, too." 
 
    "Why the hatred?" Halene asked sullenly. "I thought we were past that. I would see you free, but not the way Argi proposes." 
 
    "Free?" Astia said. "What does Argi care for our freedom?" But then her cheeks flushed and she sighed. "I'm sorry, Halene, I bear you no particular ill will. I've discovered a member of your group wants me dead, for no better reason than I exist. It's hard to know." 
 
    Halene, too, sighed and touched Astia's arm. "I know and I'm sorry, too. I wish I had a quick answer for you. As to Argi, his message was that, any gladiator who takes the offer will be exonerated of all charges. If they survive the attack, of course." 
 
    "You don't sound like you believe him," Astia said. "Either that, or the messenger." 
 
    The politician looked like she wanted to agree, but shook her head. "No, the message and offer are genuine, but there's something about the situation that gives me pause. I pray you would give me forbearance and not go so eagerly to sign on." 
 
    "Then why tell me of this?" Astia said and sipped at her wine. 
 
    "Because news will have already reached the arena by now," Halene said. "I wanted to tell you of my concern and ask you to give me some time to find an alternate way to free you." 
 
    "About my case?" Astia asked eagerly. 
 
    "Perhaps," Halene answered, but the way she said it said 'no' better than words would have sufficed. Probably because of the Octios, she hadn't been candid. There was no telling when they were paying attention and when they weren't. "Perhaps there are other ways, too," she said. 
 
    If the politician could arrange freedom, that would go a lot farther toward convincing Astia her feelings were genuine. It was never wise to trust a politician at face value. Gifts were easy enough to come by, however dear they might have been to the gladiator. She wouldn't show it to the member of the Enyx, but Halene was growing on her. Her touch conveyed care Astia hadn't expected. It was harder to fake that than words. 
 
    "I think the time draws near for Athessi to be free," Halene said quietly. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Astia didn't notice her Octios stir. Maybe they heard, maybe they didn't. "You risk much," Astia said, also quietly. "That isn't a popular idea with the government." 
 
    "Maybe it should be," Halene said, a little more boldly. "I know many injustices," she said, then bowed her head meekly. "I may have been party to some myself." 
 
    Astia started, then relaxed. There was no way Halene was old enough to have been responsible for her imprisonment. Besides, she knew the principals involved, if not the actual murderer of her love. The gladiator quickly decided Halene had been talking about some recent injustices to come from the Enyx. 
 
    "Cax?" Astia said in some surprise when she noticed the giant heading toward them. 
 
    "Sorry to bother you, boss, and you," he said to them, dipping his giant head to Halene. "Turns out the Sparci need us to crack some heads." 
 
    Before he got the chance to tell her what was up, Astia said, "I know, Cax." 
 
    "Ah." It didn't take the giant long to figure things out. This time, he bowed from the waist to Halene. "Inside information," he said around a wide smile. 
 
    When Astia glanced at Halene, she remembered the warm feeling she received at Hara's temple after performing the offering. In spite of herself, she felt that warmth spreading over her now. She nodded without truly knowing why and turned back to her friend. "Spread the word, Cax; don't sign up yet. I want to get a little more information before committing to this deal." 
 
    The giant orc pursed his lips, as though he was about to say something, then changed his mind. Then, he nodded and at last said, "Sure thing, boss. I'll do it." His glance at Halene said many things, and nothing at the same time. "Enjoy getting your information," he added before leaving. 
 
    "He's certainly an interesting fellow," Halene said. She smiled a pretty smile at Astia. "You have his loyalty; it's not easy with an orc." 
 
    "What can I say: I'm amazing," Astia joked, but Halene nodded as if she'd spoken a solemn truth. 
 
    "It's been a pleasure, as always, to see you," Halene said when they'd finished eating. Her soft grey eyes moved from Astia's face down her body. Boldly, she took Astia's hand and brushed her lips across the knuckles. "I will bring you news as soon as I learn it, I promise." 
 
    Despite her best efforts, Astia felt herself flush again. It was the first time she'd been courted in a while, at least by anyone who stood a chance of piercing her heart. Gruffly, she snatched her hand away and said, "Aye, you do that." But then, she added a grudging, "It was good to see you, too." 
 
    Conflicting feelings churned inside as she walked back toward the arena. Though she'd only known Halene for a week, it felt longer. If the politician kept to her word, and either found a way to help free Athessi, or just Astia and her followers, then maybe she meant what she said about having feelings for the gladiator. If she only wanted Astia in bed, she would continue to bring her gifts and ply her with fancy words, but no substance would come. That was cold comfort, though, because if all the politician wanted was sex, and Astia gave up her chance to be free, fighting the Ioen, then Halene might get a measure of revenge. Astia's fellows in the arena would hate her if she told them not to take the deal and it turned out to be legitimate, with no strings attached. 
 
    Still, something in Halene's manner and the feeling Artema imparted at the temple made Astia believe her. The answers might not come quickly, but she believed they would come. 
 
    By the time she'd returned to the arena, she'd convinced herself that Halene had good intentions. The memory of their flesh touching fresh in her mind, she headed for the undercroft. Cax found her atop the stairs, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    "What?" Astia said. 
 
    "Word is, no one's signing up with the army," Cax said. "Your word carries weight." 
 
    "I'm surprised, considering you had to save me from Junia," she said. 
 
    "What better way to draw respect, besides being a great fighter in your own right, than having a giant stand behind you?" Cax replied cleverly. "They all know you might have beaten her another day. All of us know, on any given day, we each might triumph or fall." It was clear he meant every word. 
 
    "I don't know what I did to gain your loyalty, but I thank you for it," she said quietly. When he wouldn't stop grinning, she said, "What?" again, this time in a different tone. 
 
    "That little filly, Gavail," the giant said. 
 
    "The guard you've had your way with?" Astia asked, making sure she had it right. 
 
    "Aye," Cax said and led her through a doorway into general quarters. No one occupied them this early in the day. "She said, aye," he told her. 
 
    "She'll help us escape?" Astia asked, not believing the words, or the concept behind them. Freedom sounded so far off as so it might not exist. 
 
    The big orc's head bobbed up and down. "When we're ready, she'll help us get away," he said. 
 
    "Now, all I need do is figure out a good time," Astia said. 
 
    "Are we bringing your girlfriend?" Cax asked. If he'd said it rudely, or crudely, or sarcastically, she might have hit him. His voice neutral, she didn't have cause to think him mocking in any way. 
 
    "You mean Halene?" she asked hotly anyway. He stared back innocently at her. "I don't know," she said a few moments later. Did she want to tell the politician they had a way out? Better to let things develop on their own, she thought. If Halene was truly interested in her, they would end up together no matter how it played out. If she was interested only in herself... "Best to leave her out of it, for the time being," she said at last. 
 
    "Understood, boss," Cax said. 
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    Halene, LiSun 3, 110 
 
      
 
    "Taxation is theft and coercion. You are under threat of imprisonment if you don't pay. How is that different from a thief in the street? The thief in the street may take your life, but have you not given your life, or a goodly portion of it if you are imprisoned?" 
 
    Halene tried to ignore the Opino speaking loudly in the market square. The people's forum in the southern courtyard had been taken and a stone edifice raised in its place. That left people little choice but to crowd the main road to, from and around the market square in which to speak their minds. This fellow had somewhat of the right idea, but he was courting danger if he didn't find a better way to phrase it. All grievances against the government could be worked out by becoming part of the process, she firmly believed. That was why she proudly served the Enyx; so she could right some of the wrongs she saw. 
 
    "King Argi wants us to bleed for Sparci." A little way down the road, another elf, this time female, spouted more sharp opinions destined to make her life miserable. "King Argi wants Athessi lives to stoke the fires of war against a peaceful neighbor." She held a small man made of wood and straw. Carefully, she laid it on a stone altar. 
 
    "Lidyn Argi isn't a king," someone shouted in counter protest. "The Ioen are hated enemies who deserve death." 
 
    "There, King Argi, there is your sycophant," the woman cried. "Go cuddle with your master and allow the rest of us to be free." She gathered a bigger crowd than the man talking about taxation. In a moment, he realized this and came to her side to continue his rant. 
 
    "You will see; before long, the Sparci will demand a new tax to support their terrible war. They shall rip the coin from our pockets," he said. "Taxation is the worst kind of theft. From a thief, you have hope in the law to aid you. From the government, there is no recourse but to pay, or face punishment." 
 
    Members of the Zalla began to appear. Their presence brought it more people to listen, even as it chased others, more timid perhaps, away. The guard formed a semi-circle around the proceedings, but for the moment remained silent. 
 
    "Or you could try to change things from the inside," Halene said. "Do not seek confrontation by haranguing passersby in this manner, or confrontation you do court. Help the process by choosing the better candidate." 
 
    The man and woman protesters both scoffed. "And to what end?" the man said. "When there are two deplorable characters and you must choose one, to what end?" 
 
    "Shall we pick a lesser of evil?" the woman with the effigy of Lidyn Argi said, then snapped her fingers. "This I say for that. If evil do you pick, be not surprised when evil is what you receive. We Opinos know what your elections are worth. Here," she said and lit the wooden man aflame. A child shrieked in the audience. "Watch Argi burn when he asks for the blood of Athessi. Should we give it him, or bring defeat and ruin down around his own head?" 
 
    "It is time Athessi was free," the Opino man said as he gleefully clapped his hands while Argi's effigy burned. "Strike down those who defend a foreign power and set themselves as the enemies of elven kind." 
 
    Halene knew nothing but sympathy for these two creatures. They had clearly suffered at the hands of Argi and Sparci. Maybe they were taxed into poverty, or maybe they saw enough of their hard earned money disappear that they took leave of their senses and turned to poverty out of what they saw as necessity. Regardless - or because - of their reasons, they were in far over their heads now. If they hadn't wished violence on the law abiding, she would have remained and chatted with them more. 
 
    As things were, she got out of there as quickly as she could. Even that wasn't fast enough, as the elves and an orc or two from the Zalla began to close in around them. Luckily, one of them recognized her for a member of the Enyx and let her escape. 
 
    Halene had only taken a few steps when she heard the fight begin. Then, she moved faster, wanting nothing to do with that kind of protest. Maybe, after the current crisis with the Ioen, Lidyn Argi would hear a petition to separate some of Athessi government from Sparci's. That was the right way to go about it, separate a little at a time, peacefully, so that neither city had to fend for itself so suddenly, and the parting might be mutually beneficial, as well. 
 
    As she walked up the steps toward the westernmost part of town, her guts rumbled. Maybe that was a good sign, but maybe not. There were rumors Cleander was going to press ahead with his proposal that the Sparci army take some land to the southeast that should by rights be Athessi farm or graze land. He'd asked her to co-sponsor the proposal with him, to get her back into the good graces of the Enyx, but Halene believed things worked differently than that. Besides, she hadn't gotten a straight answer on what the army wanted with such remote land. 
 
    Showing her badge of office got her access to the columned archway leading down into the amphitheater of the Enyx. There was already a buzz when she descended to her usual seat, not far from Ysander. He nodded, the wry smile on his lips could have meant anything. However, she noticed an officer of the Sparci army down on the main floor. Rather than sit, she descended further. 
 
    "Sir," she said kindly to the officer. Though he wore a robe similar to hers, she knew him for an officer because of his red sash and olive branch crown. He must have been a high ranking officer to have such a finely woven crown, too. 
 
    "You want what?" he asked when she stood before him. Stiffly, he made a leg at her, as if annoyed by the deference he needed show her. "Busy man, I am," he added, showing his ignorance of Athessi grammar. 
 
    "My name is Halene," she said in introduction and waited for a moment for him to do the same. 
 
    "Klonus, I am," he said gruffly after a pause, as if annoyed further that he had to answer such inane talk. "You want what?" he repeated. 
 
    "I was hoping you could explain to me why the army wants land so far from Sparci," she said, growing impatient with his rudeness. 
 
    "Don't want we land for Sparci purpose," Klonus said, perhaps his worst butchering yet. "Want it for local purpose." 
 
    Patiently, she waited for him to tell her what, specific purpose. When he closed his mouth and stared at her, a frown began to grow on her lips and in her heart and mind. "For what do you require this land for a 'local purpose'?" she demanded. 
 
    "You Athessi, ask many questions that concern you not," Klonus said hotly. "Your own business, should you mind and to our own, leave us. We, Sparci are. If give you do not, we take." 
 
    "Not if I can help it," she mumbled under her breath. Klonus chose not to hear her and she sighed before returning to her seat. If the other party didn't feel like negotiating, what were you supposed to do? If they didn't feel like even telling you what they wanted or why, that made it more difficult to give it to them. 
 
    "Insufferable man," she said, growing even hotter as she climbed up toward her seat. 
 
    "Isn't he a charmer?" Ysander asked when she fell heavily into her seat. Then she realized, that might have been the source of his wry grin. 
 
    "You tried talking to Klonus, too?" she asked. 
 
    "Didn't even get his rank, though it must be fairly high," Ysander said. 
 
    "Yes, I thought as much when I saw his crown," Halene replied. "I, for one am glad not all Sparci are like him. Some, including Lidyn Argi can listen to reason." 
 
    "Yes, when it suits him," Ysander said. "That's the thing about the powerful; they entertain you if it gets them to some goal, but the moment you ask them to play nice they slap you in irons. Tyrants have always been thus." 
 
    Halene thought back to the demonstration near the market. Ysander would have agreed wholeheartedly with it. If he didn't think it was fitting the woman called Argi a king, she would have been very surprised. What information did he have to back his ridiculous claim that 'tyrants have always been thus', though? History wasn't very long, at least not written history. What did he know of older peoples, like the Ioen? Did they even have kings and tyrants? Not being a student of prehistory, she had no clue. 
 
    But then, other thoughts fell away as the Corder called the day's session to order. "I have new business," Cleander said and Halene wasn't the slightest bit surprised. What did the clever man have up his sleeve today? 
 
    "The Corder recognizes the esteemed Cleander," the Corder said, living up to his duties once again. Then, everyone forgot he existed, for Cleander stepped forward. 
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen of the Enyx," he began, smearing on the honey thickly. "I have two proposals to bring before you this day. It is my sincerest hope we may all see the importance of these matters and resolve them quickly." If you don't see them as important, then all shall see you are a fool, was hidden in his facial expressions and demeanor. 
 
    "General Klonus, my good and dear friend, is here at the behest of the Sparci military in the hopes we may approve a land grant for the army," Cleander said, proving the rude man was indeed a higher up. But, why was Cleander making a fuss over this land grant? He'd asked Halene to second the proposal and she said she'd think about it. 
 
    "Land, we need, for local population problem," Klonus said. That was only the tiniest bit more informative than what he'd told Halene minutes before. "Move a few squads in, soon as today. Want approval from esteemed Enyx; Lidyn Phonia ready to give approval." 
 
    There was no way Halene was going to second this motion. Something sinister lingered behind the general's words. She was about to stand up and ask him more pointed questions - maybe he'd deign to answer them in an active session - when a grey haired elf woman stood up and said, "I second this proposal." More heads bobbed up and down in agreement. 
 
    "Then let us have a vote, shall we?" Cleander said quickly, but the Corder rapped on his wooden podium. 
 
    "That isn't how normal procedure is done, esteemed Cleander," he said, giving Halene a momentary relief. "If there is more new business, we must to that, first, before any vote is taken." 
 
    "Of course, esteemed Corder," Cleander said. The way his eyes narrowed and his voice quavered, he was anything but satisfied. Proving the Opino near the market square a fair prophet, Cleander said, "I also propose a new tax on trade between Sparci, Athessi and Thesolpii in the south, to help offset the costs of once again warring with the Ioen. Any trade coming in or going out of Athessi shall be taxed at three percent of its taxable value, that price, of course, being set by the tax bureau." 
 
    "I object, most strenuously." Before she even knew what she was doing, Halene was on her feet. "Lidyn Argi wants to proliferate his war against the Ioen. If he feels threatened by them, let his city bear the burden of attacking. The Ioen haven't threatened anyone in over a generation; this isn't a war of defense, it's one of conquest and destruction, nothing more." 
 
    "Hear hear!" Ysander shouted and his couple of supporters voiced their dissent as well. 
 
    "Craven cowards," General Klonus shouted from the bottom of the amphitheater. "You see not a threat because stopped the Ioen with Sparci blood, we have." 
 
    "What this nonsense is?" Ysander said, mocking Klonus's bad grammar. "The last three times the Sparci attacked peaceful Ioen towns and pushed the inhabitants into the sea. Their own histories revel in the blood spilled and give an accurate account of unarmed men, women and children butchered in their streets till they ran red with blood." 
 
    "Why you," Klonus said, his hand perched on the hilt of his sword. "If shut up you do not-" 
 
    "Calm, please," Cleander said. 
 
    Halene glanced up to the entrance to the amphitheater. Two Athessian sentries clutched phalanx - very long spears - in their hands. If Klonus drew his sword on Ysander, what would they do? Attack the Sparci general to defend the Enyx members they were sworn to protect, or walk away? The first would certainly start a heated confrontation - if not a war - between both cities, and the latter would prove the Opinos, like those near the market, were right that Sparci oppressed Athessi. 
 
    "What goes?" a female voice asked. From the entrance strode Lidyn Phonia. She rarely visited the Enyx in session. "Have I heard shouts pervade the calm of government?" she asked. With four guards surrounding her, she descended the steps slowly, regally. As she passed a level, the members on it bowed or curtsied to her. When she reached the bottom, even General Klonus, who seemed to care little for Athessians, made a practiced leg to her. 
 
    "Excellency, there has been a question of whether our people should bear the burden for war with the Ioen," Cleander said, not naming names. "What is your opinion on such matters?" Now they would hear from a Sparci puppet, unless Halene missed her guess. 
 
    "I have heard the rumbling in the streets of late," Phonia said, which showed how big a liar she could be. The next time she went into the poorer section of town, or even the market would be the first. "Cyfix wish us to disband government and return to the marshes and mountains and jungles from whence we came. Opinos think Athessi should disgrace itself and abandon its staunchest ally. These people have been wronged and their mental health has suffered as a result, but now they wish harm on the institution which harmed them. This, we cannot allow." 
 
    The Lidyn's speech was so close to Halene's thinking of earlier that she shuddered and felt disgusted with herself. 
 
    "We must instead work with these poor souls, to correct their misbegotten thoughts," Phonia continued. "Correct their thinking and all shall be well. You ask what Athessi must sacrifice? I ask what will Athessi gain by aiding our allies from Sparci." 
 
    "Dead soldiers and poorer citizens," Ysander said, answering the question that wasn't quite a question. To that, Halene could only nod; sometimes, a simple statement went farther than an embellished one. 
 
    But Phonia surprised some of the gathered by nodding her head. "Yes, that is true," she said. "But Athessi will also gain the respect of Lidyn Argi, the Eryx, the Sparci army and all Sparci citizens," she added. "We will have shown that we of Athessi can be there for our allies at our own urging, not at their command. In time, this will lead to more self sufficiency and at the same time, more of a closeness between our peoples. We may mend fences, not tear more down. 
 
    "Defeating the ancient enemy will do much more than mend fences. Imagine the plunder the army will discover. Athessi shall reap its fair share of such spoils, and together with our allies, a bright new day shall dawn, once the hated enemy has at last fallen." 
 
    Phonia was smooth, no doubt about it. Her line of thinking, though, only made Halene more ashamed of herself. That General Klonus would easily cut down a member of the Enyx gave her all the ammunition she needed to no longer believe in the majority when the majority would have Athessians bow the knee to barbarians like the general. He thought of Athessi as a breeding ground for soldiers he could throw into the fire against whatever enemy Argi told him to fight. She and her colleagues weren't people to General Klonus, only tools to be used at whim and tossed to the ground when finished. The majority wasn't always right, but they caused their will to be followed through coercion because they were the majority. 
 
    Caught in her own thoughts, she heard without listening as the trade tax passed. Fuming, she decided to stand up for what she believed in, even more vehemently than Ysander. When the vote turned to the land grant, she stood up once again. 
 
    "What do you want, Syn Halene?" Phonia asked, turning her title into one of scorn. "Have you not disrupted proceedings enough of a day?" 
 
    "I have only begun to fight, Excellency," Halene said, similarly twisting Phonia's honorific, loading it up with all the anger she could muster. "I invoke the Rite of Denial," she said, stunning those in attendance. 
 
    "You may not," Lidyn Phonia said primly. "Rite of Denial only applies in cases where outside influence occurs. Lidyn Argi makes the request, and as he is the rightful leader of Athessi and Sparci, this does not constitute outside influence. The vote shall be taken and-" 
 
    Once again, the Corder rapped heavily on his wooden podium. Halene had been about to use stronger language, but she waited for the Corder to speak. If she had to, she might gather Ysander, the Opinos, Cyfix and Astia together and form a revolt. Now that the fleece had been lifted from her eyes, she understood what a tyrant truly was and saw Phonia and Cleander as apologists for tyranny and oppression. 
 
    Fortunately, she didn't have to storm off and call for open rebellion, which might have gotten her killed before she left the amphitheater. The Corder was a more clever man than anyone gave him credit for. He banged his podium once more and said, "With due respect, Excellency, by your own word you have proved this to be a case where the Rite of Denial may be invoked." 
 
    "How dare you," Phonia began, but the Corder cut her off by rapping loudly on his podium. 
 
    "Did you, yourself not call Sparci our allies?" the Corder said. Though framed as a question, it was all fact. No one could deny what they'd heard her say many times before, including on this occasion. "An ally is, by definition, an outside source," the Corder said and Halene's heart leaped in her chest. Was the Corder going to give Athessi its freedom with a few well placed words? 
 
    Then, he disappointed her in the next breath, though not completely. "I do not deny that Sparci has reason to claim Athessi as colony," he said. "Were that all Athessi was, Argi could have as he pleases. That you, Excellency, are Lidyn complicates matters. That you call Sparci ally complicates matters. It is not so clear that Sparci and Athessi are not two separate entities." 
 
    "I has enough of that," General Klonus said and drew his sword. In response, the point of four phalanx went to his face. The sentries at the top of the amphitheater hurried down as well, to add their weapons to the mix. 
 
    "Please stand down, General," Phonia asked. The fact she asked, not ordered, spoke volumes to Halene on where her mind dwelt. Phonia was eager to bend the knee to Argi so she could continue to play leader in her own playground. She feared the Sparci so completely, feared the imagined authority Argi held, that she had no real power of her own. That made her impossible for Halene to respect. 
 
    "The Rite of Denial is accepted," the Corder said when Klonus returned his sword to its scabbard. 
 
    "How do you propose to end your rite, Syn Halene," Phonia said sweetly, trying to turn on the charm now that she'd been overruled. 
 
    "I propose we learn the truth, in precise terms, as to why the army wants this land so badly," Halene said. "Let General Klonus, or some other, more amiable representative of the Sparci army stand before us and explain it, in great detail. My objection springs solely from the lack of information." That wasn't the truth, but it would do for the sake of politics. In truth, Halene was half a step away from doing what she'd thought earlier. She wondered briefly if she could get Ysander, Astia, and representatives from the Opinos and Cyfix to sit down in one room together to discuss revolution. It might turn into disaster, but if it turned out poorly here, she might take the risk. 
 
    Then, she thought of Astia and her pretty brown eyes. What would the gladiator risk for a chance at freedom? Would she fight for it, as she'd fought for her life so many times in the arena? Halene wondered if she herself would fight. She'd never before picked up a weapon. Would Astia respect her if she refused to fight? Could there ever be a chance for a future with the beautiful woman? 
 
    "I second Halene's motion," Ysander said. "We demand a thorough explanation. I, for one, smell something rotten in the Sparci wanting land to our southeast. They could establish a fort there, to keep Athessi enslaved for as long as they could hold that fort." 
 
    Halene hadn't thought about it that way before. Now that Ysander said it, she found herself nodding. 
 
    "The motion has been seconded," the Corder said. "If you are prepared to answer this motion, General Klonus, you may speak." 
 
    From the Corder, Klonus turned toward Halene and Ysander. The glare he gave her might have started a fire if there had been anything nearby to catch alight. "Signed your death, you have, filthy Athessi bitch," Klonus said and spit at the ground. "I explain nothing. This land will Sparci have and naught there is you may do." Shoving Phonia's guard out of the way, he stormed up the steps, glaring at Halene until he passed her. 
 
    "That was dramatic," Ysander said when a collective sigh of relief echoed across the amphitheater. "Signed your death," he said, imitating the deep bellow of Klonus's voice. "Does he really believe this challenge will go unanswered?" 
 
    "You know, I believe he does," Halene said, then gestured toward the amphitheater floor. "What do you think is spinning through Cleander and Phonia's empty heads about now?" 
 
    "How to get as far away from you as they can?" Ysander asked. To answer, she placed her finger aside her nose. Ysander chuckled. "Don't worry; I have a few friends in the Athessi army. You won't have to worry, too much, for your safety." Then, he glanced sidelong at her. "Of course, you could always hide behind that lovely gladiator friend of yours." The way he said, 'friend', made it clear he thought they more than just friends. 
 
    Halene wished that were the case and hoped for the future. Then, she stumbled over her own words before gathering her thoughts. "Perhaps we can meet later and discuss the future," she said. "A future away from such nuisances as Sparci politics." 
 
    "Whatever do you mean?" Ysander said. By the look he gave her, he had a good idea about what she was talking. "It is past time for that talk, Halene," he added, proving he had a pretty good idea what was on her mind. 
 
    Now, how to get the girl and our freedom, Halene asked herself. With some soldiers, mercenaries, perhaps and Astia and her gladiator followers, they might raise a good stink indeed. If she helped free Astia from bondage, then maybe the sandy haired elf would let Halene court her more openly. It had to go right, though, or all their lives would be in jeopardy. Halene didn't want to put the beautiful Astia in danger, but saw no way around it. She'd killed any credibility she had left on the amphitheater floor this day. All that was left was subjugating herself, or helping depose the villains who were too closely linked with tyranny. 
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    With two Octios in tow, Astia wandered the market square, occasionally glancing at a bauble here, or a scarf there. When she reached one particular stall, she stopped. A red handkerchief hung from a hook above the stall. It was an innocent enough decoration. The male gnome behind the stall seemed like any other gnomish merchant she'd seen before. Gnomes had to pay a tax in order to sell their wares in Athessi, so they rarely owned storefront property, in order to keep costs down. 
 
    "A fine day to you," this gnome said, eyeing her and her escorts. "This be Jak's stall and I deal strictly in the best goods. My guarantee be legendary." Gnomes often enough chose to live underground. There were gnomish cities rumored far beneath Totus Vis and spread out across all Tintaigel. Jak smiled widely, showing gleaming teeth. 
 
    "I'm Astia," the gladiator said. "I'm interested in these red handkerchiefs. My friends might want to buy some, too." 
 
    "Oh, Jak may help you, certes," the gnome said. "My wares be top of the line, of course." 
 
    "Are they?" Astia asked. "Because I may be in need of such fine wares very soon, for my fine friends, of course." 
 
    "I be your man, my lady," Jak said and bowed. "For the right price, I shall have for thee the finest." 
 
    It was all harmless banter, so far as the Octios would know. They were not only forbidden from reading Astia's mind - supposing they had the skill to begin with - but she also knew a way to block them from doing so. Over the last few weeks, she and Jak had traded such harmless banter many times. What they spoke of, though, was anything but harmless. 
 
    The gladiator knew she might not be able to get into the storeroom where the arena's weapons were stored. It would be smart, then, to have a hidden cache somewhere in the city waiting for them. Cax's girlfriend Gavail might be able to let them out, but the storeroom was a different matter. Only Danica held the key to that, and she was impossible to bribe. Many an unlucky gladiator had learned that the hard way and soon faced a special treat: an army unit practicing with their phalanx. Gladiators got skewered by the army only for the amusement of the fans, of course. 
 
    "I have your price," Astia said and handed Jak a large purse. "Half now, half when the time is right." 
 
    With deft hands, Jak counted out the copper and bronze coins. He showed little surprise as he made them disappear a moment after he was satisfied. "You impress me, my lady," he said and bowed again. "I be your servant, of course. Send me a messenger with instructions and your handkerchiefs shall await you, this I swear." 
 
    That might prove difficult. But if Gavail was really willing to do anything for Cax, she might be able to get a message to the gnome without drawing anyone's suspicions. 
 
    "I shall," Astia said. "Good day, Jak." 
 
    She strode along, listening to the Cyfix spout their philosophy. She admired the Cyfix their ability to see into the hearts of their fellow elves. They were often called dogs, because they scavenged for food and slept in the streets. Unlike many, they stood up for their principles and didn't sell them to the highest bidder. 
 
    "Did you hear?" someone said and Astia perked up her ears. Gossip could sometimes lead to good information. Many in the city liked to tell what they'd seen and heard. "The Enyx is held up over a land grant." 
 
    "Land grant?" the other person in the conversation said. 
 
    "The Sparci army wants land near Athessi, but they won't say why. A brave woman, Halene, I think, has refused to allow a vote until they explain why they want the land. Some Sparci officer even made a death threat against her." 
 
    "Those Sparci, they want everything from us," the other person said. "I can barely pay my taxes, Argi wants so much from us." 
 
    "I know. My daughter was forcibly taken into the army by those animals. I think we should all stand up to the Sparci." 
 
    "Don't include me in any of those plans," the other person said. "I'm not sticking my neck out." By the look of him, his long, slender neck would be good for chopping. 
 
    Let everyone else in bondage so you can feel safe, Astia thought scornfully about the male elf. His female companion felt the same way and spewed some pungent language his way before stalking off. 
 
    Then, she thought about the redheaded elf. Halene stuck out her neck for the sake of her beliefs. What was going on, when the Sparci army needed land near Athessi? If the cute redhead took up the cause, maybe she knew something of it. Astia was only beginning to appreciate her new friend. There might be some sparks there, after all, if Halene would be willing to lend more than her verbal aid. 
 
    At once, Astia looked around the market square. She still had a few coins jingling in her purse. When she spied the stall she wanted, she had to wade through a stream of people flowing in the opposite direction. The young lady behind the stall smiled prettily when she got there. 
 
    "Flowers?" the girl behind the stall said. 
 
    Not caring much for them herself, Astia looked for some time at the arrangement before realizing she had no clue what to get. She knew Halene liked flowers; the Enyx member had told her as much at one of their meetings. Sighing out frustration, Astia finally said, "I'm looking for something for my friend. She loves flowers, and I'm afraid I'm not that knowledgeable about them." She'd never had reason to care before. 
 
    "What kind of friend?" The girl behind the stall looked dubious, one side of her mouth turned down in a frown. 
 
    That was a good question. Astia shuffled her feet; she wasn't used to being unsure and didn't like the feeling. "I... don't know yet," she admitted. 
 
    Apparently, that was enough to suffice. The girl smiled and nodded. "I see," she said, studying her inventory as if it belonged to another shop owner. "A friend now, perhaps something more later," she said and it appeared she spoke to herself so Astia kept quiet. It was accurate enough, too. 
 
    After a few minutes of looking, the girl grabbed a red flower with a few large petals. "This is a hydra flower," she said. "It shows you like your friend, but like the changing of the petals - pink in spring, red in summer and orange in fall - how you like her may change without warning." 
 
    "Good enough," Astia guessed. She haggled the girl down, not too far, for her help, but far enough that she got the flower for eight iron coins. Satisfied, she took her purchase and headed down to the west side of town. 
 
    The one good thing about having the government watching her was she knew who to ask for directions. One of her Octios knew where the smaller apartments of Enyx members lay. Near the sixty-four steps to reach the temple of Hara, the smaller apartments weren't so lavishly decorated or adorned as the one belonging to Cleander. Since he was a senior member of the political body, his place had been more like a small palace. 
 
    A guard stood at the entrance to the apartments. "Whom do you seek?" he asked formally. 
 
    "Halene," Astia said. 
 
    While he eyed her as dubiously as the flower girl had earlier, he nodded to the Octios who accompanied her. "She lives in apartment four, second level." 
 
    A set of gleaming white stairs took her to the second level. She remembered to put the hydra flower behind her back before she knocked on the door. When it opened, Astia expected to see a servant. Instead, Halene stood there, her pretty face lighting up when she saw Astia. 
 
    Then, her eyes lit up more when the gladiator presented her with the flower. "Hydra, one of my favorites," Halene said, then stood back from the door. "Do come in, please." To the Octios, she moved back into the doorway. "You aren't invited." 
 
    "I'm afraid we must, Syn Halene," one of them, a slight female named Olive said and made as if to walk through the door. 
 
    Halene, however, held her ground. "I am a member of the Enyx," she said defiantly. "There is no other exit from this apartment; I take full responsibility for Astia's well being." She slammed the door in her face and slid a heavy wooden arm down across it. "Please, make yourself comfortable," she told Astia, beaming at the gladiator. "I must find some water to put this in." 
 
    The apartment was sparse. Nothing hung on the walls and the divan was unadorned. There also seemed to be only three rooms: a kitchen where Halene went with the flower, near the front door, a living space and through the hall leading from the front door, a bedroom. Of course, that was more than most people had to live in, but it paled in comparison to Syn Cleander's lavish estate. 
 
    Finding she admired Halene more for her spartan lifestyle, Astia sat on the divan, her hands folded in her lap. She wondered how she might have decorated this place had it been hers one day and found the bare white walls comforting. The old Astia might have made a show of the place, but in her current state, she thought it beautiful for its starkness. 
 
    "Would you like some wine?" Halene asked, her voice muffled behind the wall separating the living space from kitchen. 
 
    "Small wine, please," Astia said. When her friend emerged, she carried a small tray with bottle, goblets and vase. Astia started up to take the tray. 
 
    "Nonsense," Halene said. "I do for myself, but thank you for offering." She set the tray on a long, low table sitting before the divan and sat next to Astia. She sniffed the hydra flower in the vase before pouring out two goblets of wine. "To us," she said, raising her goblet. 
 
    "To friends," Astia said, changing the toast ever so slightly. When she drank, she realized her friend's taste in small wine was a little less spartan than her furnishings. It was a fine vintage. 
 
    "I'm so glad you came to visit me," Halene said, letting her free hand fall to Astia's knee. The gladiator fidgeted uncomfortably, but let it stay for the moment. "And thank you so much for the thoughtful gift," Halene added, gazing at the flower again. 
 
    "I don't know that much about flowers," Astia said and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    "The thought counts for more, and you managed to pick a beauty," Halene said. After she sipped, she set down her goblet. "I have heard you've been given some difficult matches lately. I wanted you to know that I've spoken privately to some people, and with luck, things may return to normal at the arena soon." 
 
    The gladiator nodded. Her last match wasn't bad. "I also heard a rumor," she said and gave the story she'd overheard in the market. "Is it true? Did you really stand up to a Sparci general?" After she'd spoken, she realized how much awe her voice had held. 
 
    Halene withdrew her hand from Astia's knee and sighed heavily. "I wouldn't have called it a death threat, exactly," she said, then brought her hand up to the side of her face and gasped. "You were worried about me, though. It will be all right." 
 
    "It will be all right when Sparci no longer meddles in the affairs of Athessi," Astia said. She wanted to feel out her friend, discover how far she was willing to go. "Do you know, we get far more trade with the other towns than Sparci," Astia said musingly. "Thessolpii, Xynthi, they both like our fair city far better than that of our overlords." 
 
    "Yes, I know," Halene said, sounding not too happy. This time, her hand fell between them on the divan. "Lidyn Argi never tires of informing us of how much wealth we have in Athessi." 
 
    "Or of coveting it," Astia said. Her tone light, she went on, "Why, I wouldn't be surprised if those small towns wouldn't prefer the Enyx to rule them, help them grow. We have such an abundance of land to the east, there's no telling how far Athessi influence could spread." Her own hand fell to Halene's, covered it in warmth. 
 
    "The Sparci army is strong, though," Halene said. "We would have to have a plan and that would be dangerous." 
 
    "You seem to not mind danger," Astia said. "Or am I wrong? Couldn't the Enyx stand up to Argi and declare independence? With all the resources at our disposal, we could defeat them." 
 
    Now, Halene took away her hand and stood, scooping up the flower as she paced. "The Enyx bubbles with those loyal to Phonia," she said and sniffed the hydra. "And Phonia, of course, loves Argi and Sparci. We who oppose them are too few." 
 
    "Ysander sounds the clever sort," Astia said, baiting her friend. 
 
    And Halene rose to that bait, looking hurt as she asked, "And what of me? Ysander didn't stand against General Klonus, did he?" 
 
    In fact, she appeared so hurt, Astia stood and took her hand. "I was... I was making a fool of myself," she admitted. The tension in the room knotted up her stomach. Am I so smitten with her because she has a backbone, or because I didn't see it before? she asked herself. 
 
    That she asked herself much the same question twice made her realize she might be smitten with Halene. It was an absurd thing to think and feel. Such girlish trifles should have been beyond her, having lived and seen so much. 
 
    Halene turned to face her directly. "No, I should have realized you were teasing me," she said happily. They returned to the divan and had another sip of wine. "You are a dear to be concerned for me, and yes, Klonus did threaten my life, as much as I don't like to admit it." 
 
    "So there is something to this Sparci request for land?" Astia said. "And what of the reward for gladiators serving in the army? Do you believe it's genuine, too?" 
 
    "Have many of your fellows agreed to join?" Halene asked, not answering either question. When Astia shook her head, Halene nodded. "I'm glad. I'm not sure how I know or believe this, but something in my gut tells me these two points are related somehow." 
 
    "Land and fighting the Ioen?" Astia asked, unsure what she meant. When Halene nodded, the gladiator frowned. "I don't know how they could be related." 
 
    "I could get you out of the arena," Halene blurted, seemingly from nowhere. 
 
    "How?" Astia asked, amused. 
 
    "Agree to become my slave," the politician said. "I was reading up on the law yesterday and if you did that, you wouldn't have to fight anymore." 
 
    "Why would I do that?" Astia asked and turned subtly in her seat. The idea was repulsive. 
 
    Perhaps sensing that, Halene's head drooped. "It was a thought," she said. "I wouldn't have made you do anything. I want you to be free, is all. I want us to be free." There was a hint of urgency in her voice. 
 
    "You don't feel free?" Astia said and Halene nodded. "We can have freedom, all of us," she said slowly. "If the gladiators could rally others, we might not need to worry about Argi again. We could escape to the east and start our own city, if Athessians are too meek to want their own freedom." 
 
    Halene's eyes sparkled. "Do you have a plan?" she asked quietly. 
 
    "Just talking," Astia said, not ready to reveal anything so completely. "We would need supplies, anyway, if that were even a possibility. Hypothetically, would you know where a small army might find supply?" 
 
    "I would have to look into it," Halene said, and something flashed behind those sparkling eyes. "I wonder what Dyn Ariostal would say if I told him these suggestions. Unless you would do lots of things for - and to me, of course, in the bedroom." Heavy silence strangled the apartment. 
 
    For a flicker of an instant, Astia thought of the satisfying snap Halene's neck would make when she broke it. Then, the glimmer in the politician's eye turned humorous and the two women broke into nervous, but happy, laughter. "You're having your way with me," Astia said in some surprise. 
 
    "Not yet," Halene answered slyly. "I will check into things, is all I may say. Now we should speak of happier things." 
 
    "Like?" Astia asked, breathing deeply and freely once again. Halene had managed to go up in her estimation again for the well timed jest. 
 
    "What would you do if you were free?" Halene asked. 
 
    "What would I do if I was free," Astia said and silently fumed. "You have nerve, I'll grant you that," she said after a long pause. "You are interested in me, but you have a perverse way of showing it. Ask me what I would do if I was free, then remind me that I'm not and ask me to become your slave again, then we'll see-" Halene interrupted her tirade when her finger slid against Astia's cheek. 
 
    "I'm sorry; I meant to draw you away from speaking treason while your Octios await you outside," she said softly, then surprised the gladiator further when her lips brushed against the opposite cheek. 
 
    Dumbstruck, Astia gazed deeply into Halene's eyes, not wanting the moment to end despite herself. "Thank you," Astia said after stumbling for words a few times. "I never know just what they're capable of." 
 
    "Syn Crossius is teaching them to become organized," Halene said. "An organized group of mages may spell trouble." 
 
    "Athessi abounds with troubles, within and without," Astia said. 
 
    "We shall have to do something about that, won't we." Halene took her hand and held it to her chest. Heart beating faster, it seemed to match Astia's own. "We will meet again, dear, and at that time, I hope to have better answers for you. And perhaps we may have answers for one another." She kissed the back of Astia's hand. 
 
    When she left the politician's apartment, Astia had to take a few breaths to slow her own speeding heart. Though fraught with peril, the road she traveled didn't lack for excitement. Halene was proving to be both intelligent and magnetic. With the time close to ripe, Astia wondered if her friend would escape the city with her, or would there be an even more earth shattering ending in store for them? Would the answers she found be able to topple an empire and free a colony, or would the gladiators have to go it alone and escape? 
 
    By the time she got back to the arena, she didn't know whether to send out the code words on the spot, or give Halene a few more days. Her head spun and she couldn't get the pleasant but frustrating images of Halene from it. Had it been like this with her first love? The mist of years shrouded the nature of Astia's meeting with the elf maiden. They were both impossibly young. Love was... trouble, then, too, unless she was very much mistaken. Young love, however, was naive and often feared it had a harder time from the older generations. Now that she was older, Astia envied the youth she'd been when she first found love. Could this be that very same feeling? No matter how many times she asked it of herself, the answer was yet elusive.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    V. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Halene, LiSun 6 
 
      
 
    "His esteemed self, Syn Cleander, does hereby request the presence of esteemed Syn Halene to his apartment this day." The messenger's voice was formal and sickly sweet. 
 
    "What does he want?" Halene's answer was anything but sweet. 
 
    The stunned messenger raised an eyebrow; clearly his master's word was to be obeyed, not questioned. "I know not, my Lady," he said in normal tones. 
 
    "Then I shall go, but when I am ready," Halene said. The messenger left, shaking his head. A great many things must have gone wrong in the world for his master's word to be treated as less than urgent. "Guess the bribery will begin in earnest this evening," she said to Ysander. 
 
    They sat together on the hard stone seating of the Enyx. The orifice had been empty all day and might be so for a good while, until the matter at hand was dealt with. The Rite of Denial hadn't been used in a decade, at least. Some of the politicians were still in shock over it. 
 
    "Beware Cleander's gifts," Ysander said seriously. "I'm certain they hide something sinister." 
 
    "I've been certain something underhanded has been going on in this mess since Arc Lorenz arrived and told us the news," Halene said. "Have you not found anything yet?" 
 
    "My friends are close, they tell me." Most of the successful politicians had a spy network in their corner. Though he hated the game, Ysander proved to have his own, though he always referred to them as 'friends'. They might even have been his friends, who listened for rumors and had connections in the bureaucracy to check out those rumors. 
 
    Instead of asking about that, Halene said, "Please ask your friends to find out what they can about the land grant and why the Sparci want it so badly." 
 
    "Why they won't tell us why is the better question," Ysander said. "But I take your point. Your gladiator friend may also be in danger; Cleander and Phonia think she a staunch ally of yours." Halene was about to protest, trying to keep her private affairs to herself, when Ysander held up a hand. "Whether it's true or not, it's none of my business. That they think of you as intertwined is where lies the trouble." 
 
    "They've already tried to kill her once in the arena, with that horrible orc." Halene's shudder had nothing to do with the weather. "Would they strike again so soon?" 
 
    "Who knows about an attempt?" Ysander shrugged his shoulders. "You believe it, and have no cause to doubt. Astia, that is her name, yes?" He waited for Halene's nod before continuing, "Astia believes it, but to everyone else, it is far from proven. To the fans at the arena, it was a special match with no more meaning than any of the special matches contracted for their amusement." 
 
    Now she glared at him. "We both know many of those 'special' matches are contracts for the life of someone who has upset the mechanics of power." 
 
    "Yes, we know that," Ysander said patiently. "We do, but the people do not and we must have the people on our side if we are to defeat this evil." She admired how he refused to ever call them 'peasants', as even the most well meaning politician did from time to time. "And evil it is, though Cleander and Phonia would no doubt say they wanted to do good work. What man or woman looks at themselves and thinks they are a villain?" 
 
    "I can look at them and tell that," Halene said. "They don't have to." 
 
    "Truth," Ysander said. "My friends and I shall endeavor to discover any plots against your lady love before they develop." Before Halene could protest his choice of words, he held up that hand again. "You may continue to deny it to me, but that is what you desire, is it not?" Without letting her confirm or deny it, he pressed forward. "Whether she wishes that kind of relationship, either, is of no point to my phrasing: you desire her as your lady love and I find no offense in that. Hopefully you can find no fault, either." 
 
    Halene rose and bowed to him, as a man would. "I thank you, Ysander; you are kinder than I sometimes deserve. If you will help our plans and help keep Astia safe, I will be forever in your debt." 
 
    The other politician looked like he wanted to say something, but sighed instead. "Just watch yourself in Cleander's presence. I don't like what I've been hearing lately of his doings. He is a snake and make no mistake." 
 
    "You should have been a poet," Halene said jokingly. "Your gift for rhyme makes me giggle." 
 
    "Yes, but I rhyme only half the time," he said and despite his sour mood, smirked at her. 
 
    Another fit of giggles escaped her lips as she bid him farewell. With little to do of days, now that the Enyx was temporarily shut down, Halene had more time to think about what she wanted from the future. The gladiators, Opinos, and anyone else who wanted freedom from Sparci would require supplies if they were to win freedom. Some in the Athessian army, however, were too loyal to Sparci to be trusted to help. Besides, many officers and underofficers in the army were from Sparci themselves, another way Lidyn Argi had devised to ensure his hold on the colony city was strong. 
 
    That left outside aid. One of the few who didn't employ agents, Halene nevertheless talked and listened to people whenever she could. If that wasn't what an agent did, it was similar enough in her mind. Many traveling merchants were sick of paying high taxes to Sparci, especially when most them never set foot in the distant city. Travelers doing business went from Athessi to Thessolpii and back again, or they went to Xynthi in the north, or to all three in succession. And yet they still paid taxes to Sparci for the privilege of doing business. Some were willing to talk of helping a good cause, because in the helping they would help themselves to pay less in taxes. 
 
    She meandered through the market for some little while, listening. There was much buzz and many interested parties. The conversation was all very casual for the moment. That didn't mean it couldn't develop into something more serious later. A few men and women said enough of the right things to give her confidence to take a mental note of their names. 
 
    It was nearly evening when her wanderings took her back to the fancy apartments of the senior Enyx. The setting sun gave light longer to the western part of town, though it set in the east, because the eastern city shrank away, down the staggered slopes on which it was built. 
 
    "Syn Cleander is indisposed at the moment," the servant who answered the door said. "But I have been told to expect you, Syn Halene." He stood aside and opened the door wider. "Please, come in; my master should return anon." 
 
    The servant showed her into a finely decorated room. Halene glanced at the divan and realized it was where she and Astia had sat during the orgy. The exquisite wall hangings had been replaced with lesser, but still elegant, ones. One in particular made her stare at its tattered surface until she realized it was a banner which hung over a now dead Ioen town. It was a souvenir of conquest. 
 
    Not in the habit of snooping, under the circumstances, Halene found herself drawn to a small parchment sitting on a nearby table. Since it had been left out and open, she sidled up to it, pretending to study the Ioen banner. In the business of politics, you had to learn to be discreet and even a little sneaky if you wanted to get ahead at all. Those who were sneakier and more ruthless in the practice of discretion usually rose higher, which didn't say anything good about the vocation, not to Halene at any rate. 
 
    "Packages?" she said, reading from the parchment. "The new Magistry building needs packages?" The Magistry was only a week under construction, though the workmen had already excavated a fine undercroft that was apparently in use. Still, the letter made no sense, as it spoke of 'all necessary sustenance' to accompany the packages. 
 
    She was trying to make sense of it, when the front door opened. Footfalls came toward the room where she stood and she instinctively sidled away from the table and the strange note. Two people entered the room. 
 
    "I'm terribly sorry to make you wait." That was Cleander's smooth voice. "I was regrettably detained by Dyn Ariostal." 
 
    "Nothing serious, I hope," Halene said, hoping the opposite. If the Zalla chief wanted to take the insufferable elf away for any charge, she wouldn't try to stop him. 
 
    "A small matter for me, perhaps big for someone else," Cleander said dismissively. The other elf with him was the servant who'd let her in. He carried a tray. "Shall we have a drink and sit?" Cleander asked, taking a bottle and two fine glasses. "You may go," he told the servant, who bowed and wordlessly strode from the room. 
 
    "I suppose we should," Halene said, trying to sound pleased though she felt anything but. The wine was strong and sweet. Without food to go along with it, was he trying to get her drunk? He was sitting a little too closely for her liking. 
 
    "We don't have to be enemies," Cleander said smoothly. "Tell me, what is it you hold most dearly? You were reasonable when you voted to expel the peasants from the southern courtyard. Phonia and I were speaking about that just the other day. You showed promise then, and you may yet again." 
 
    Instead of telling him that was a mistake she didn't intend to make again, Halene said, "I hold many things dearly. I have principles I may have let slack in the face of being agreeable." That was an understatement. 
 
    "We all have principles, my dear." Cleander placed his hand atop hers, as she had done to Astia. The redhead hoped Astia liked it much better in their case than she did here. "How you use them to get what you want is what defines you as a person." He tried to kiss her neck but she jerked away. His hand tightened around hers. 
 
    "Get away," she said as he tried a second time. When he refused to let go of her hand, the other balled into a fist and fell heavily into his lap. 
 
    A high pitched wail leaped from his lips and he slumped forward, clutching at his pride and male bits. "I warned you," she said sternly. "I didn't want this to happen, but you have to know that no means no." 
 
    Cleander grunted. When he recovered, he glared at her but for a moment, then tried to smile. "My sincerest apologies," he said with a ragged voice. "I misread you. I shall not allow that to happen again." 
 
    "You told me principles were tools to help you get what you want," Halene said. "I beg to differ. Principles are there to stop you from getting what you may think you desire. Principles, if applied properly, are how you act when no one is looking, even if you can get away with something, you don't even try it." 
 
    Before he could say anything to that, she continued. "This can all be over quickly if Phonia will address the Enyx and tell us what the Sparci want with that land. I desire nothing so much as the truth and fairness." 
 
    "Fairness." Cleander scoffed at the word. "What is fair to you is foul to me. What I did earlier was fair to me, but what did I receive for it? Nothing but pain." 
 
    "True, fairness may at times be in the eye of the beholder," Halene admitted. "What of truth," she said a moment later. "Should we get that, then let the vote commence. Until then, I shall not revoke my Rite of Denial. Offer me ten thousand gold coins and a personal army of guards and I'll laugh in your face." 
 
    Now the other politician sneered. "So what you desire is of no material matter," he said gruffly. "I told Phonia you couldn't be bought that way. What of your bitch, Astia the gladiator?" The sneer turned vile indeed. "If only you knew of what would befall her if you don't play along." 
 
    It was Halene's turn to sneer, and she added a growl for good measure. "What do you know of Astia?" she asked. "Were you the one who set her up against that orc bitch?" 
 
    Like a villain in a bad novel, Cleander threw back his head and laughed. "That was business," he said. "You can have a good life with her, if Phonia decides to pardon her. I'll bet she would be very grateful to you if you chose to work with us." 
 
    "Astia can take care of herself," Halene said and Cleander laughed again. Did they have something worse in mind to do to her? "What of the land grant? Why can't I get a straight answer out of anyone about that?" 
 
    "Leave it be," Cleander said. "Phonia won't address the Enyx about it. You only cut your career shorter by arguing for it. The Sparci will have that land, one way or another, if General Klonus has to simply take it. Let it go and things will get better for you. 
 
    "If not, if you continue to allow your personal feelings to influence what is best for Athessi, then only bad will come of it, for you." Was there a real threat underlying his words? 
 
    "What do you know of what's good for our city," Halene said. "You bow and scrape to a foreign power while your own people suffer." 
 
    The look Cleander gave her was half pity, half scorn. "There will be a time for separation; Lidyn Argi has already said as much. But offending him and the Sparci army is no way to leave on good terms. And now, with a foreign threat, a true foreign power, unity is essential, unless you and your Opino allies want the Ioen to defeat our forces? Perhaps you and the Opinos work for the Ioen," he said musingly. "Wouldn't that be something: Ioen sympathizers within our own ranks." 
 
    "You're a bigger fool than I gave you credit for," Halene said. 
 
    "Don't think we don't have proof of your misdeeds," Cleander warned. "I'm the only friend you have right now. I should say, the only friend with power to free you of what's to come." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Halene said, trying to keep rising alarm from her voice. "What is to come?" 
 
    Once more, Cleander touched her, grasping her hands in his own. "Give me what I want, there, in the bedchamber, and I swear I shall stand between you and all dangers. Phonia wanted to have done with you when you claimed the Rite of Denial, but I begged her to let me give you one more chance." 
 
    "Give over," Halene said and yanked her hands free. His urgency made her fear more for herself than she had in a long time. Yes, Astia could take better care of herself as a prisoner, because she knew how to fight. "Please tell me what's going on, or I'm leaving." 
 
    "If you walk out that door now, there's nothing I can do for you," Cleander said. The finality in his voice made her tremble, down deep inside. "Stay for the night, here, with me, and in the morning, all shall be well, I assure you." 
 
    The more he assured her, the more unsure she felt. When he stepped toward her again, she felt his shadow bare down on her. On her heel she spun and hurried from the room, slamming the front door as she went. 
 
    By now, the sun was nearly gone from the horizon. Only a fiery orange glow and the flickering flames of torches on every street corner lighted her way. Worries spun in her head, guiding her feet more than conscious thought. Before she realized it, she was halfway to the arena. Once she knew where she was headed, she stopped dead in her tracks. If Cleander had people following her, and he almost certainly did, going to the arena to warn Astia would be a mistake. For the moment, the sandy haired beauty would have to make it on her own. It might make things much worse, and besides, there was no guarantee Halene would be allowed to speak with Astia at all. The gladiators had a curfew of darkness; though they were given some freedom during the day, it all ended at night. 
 
    Instead, she made deliberate steps toward the market square. Let whoever was following her believe that had been her destination all along. She didn't talk to anyone there, lest they might be suspect as well. A very dark feeling descended over her that had nothing to do with the night. They might already have seen who she'd been talking to in the market and already suspect she had confederates among them. 
 
    She noticed no one out of the ordinary on her journey back to her apartment. Of course, if they were good at their job, there was no telling how many eyes followed her. Maybe a more paranoid person might have been able to spot them, but she quickly changed her mind: who was more paranoid than she at the moment. Her untrained eye was terrible at picking out who might be a spy. After all, she'd gone on about her business none the wiser, even as Phonia and Cleander plotted against her. Ysander had warned her. Goddesses, even Astia's past screamed treachery at her, but she'd been too proud, too sure of her own rightness to worry about consequences. 
 
    When she got back to the apartment complex, all her fears were realized. Zalla guards swarmed in and around her apartment. Dyn Ariostal was there among them. A flash of memory went through her mind: Cleander had said he was talking to Ariostal about a matter that might be bad for someone. A bitter smile spread across her lips as he came up to her. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Syn Halene, but there is an investigation underway in your apartment," Ariostal said. "You don't seem surprised to see me here, though," he added a moment later. A guard always got more suspicious when you didn't look surprised. Maybe that was why Cleander had given her such a cryptic warning. At this point, she knew more or less what to expect, and Ariostal thought that meant she was more likely to be guilty of whatever crime she was accused of. 
 
    "What is this about?" she asked anyway. 
 
    "Treason." The Zalla chief let that one word hang for a few seconds before continuing. "We have been given a few tips that you may be conspiring against Lidyn Argi and Lidyn Phonia at the behest of Opinos." 
 
    "This is ridiculous," Halene said. "Ariostal, you know me, not well perhaps, but well enough, or so I thought." 
 
    "I know the person you claim to be," the Zalla chief said, proving he was like any other guard and trusted no one. "Whether that Halene has any existence beyond your fancy remains to be seen." 
 
    Just then, one of his guards came from her apartment, triumph in his eyes. He carried a small purse and several rolled pieces of parchment. "Look what I found, sir," he said and handed it all to Ariostal. 
 
    When the chief looked into the purse, his whistle was low and soft. "There must be at least fifty gold coins in there," he said musingly. 
 
    "I own no gold," Halene said, a sinking feeling in her gut. Was Cleander directly involved, planting that damning evidence while she was talking with Ysander? 
 
    "These parchments contain Opino language," Ariostal said, unrolling one for her to see. "They also call for Lidyn Phonia's head if she doesn't immediately declare Athessi a free city." 
 
    "This was planted, surely you can see that," Halene said. 
 
    Blue eyes flickered from the purse of gold to the literature and back to her. "It may be," Ariostal said reasonably. "Or it may not," he said and her heart sank again. "What I know of you doesn't track with this, however, it is here and you haven't provided me anything more than speculation as to how it got there." 
 
    "I don't have anything but speculation, as I've never seen these items before," Halene said. "I give most of my pay from the Enyx away to charity, you know this; you and I have given in the same place at the same time." She didn't like admitting to giving charity - she wasn't ashamed, she thought charity was best given in secret, but one night she'd met Ariostal giving anonymously as well and they'd agreed to keep each other's secret. 
 
    "That may be," Ariostal said, "but I still have a duty to do. Syn Halene, pending a more thorough investigation, you are hereby placed under arrest." 
 
    There was nothing she could do but go along. If she fought back, there was no doubt she would die. She wasn't a fighter, not in Astia's way, and she feared the evidence would be stacked against her. All Ariostal's best efforts on her behalf might be for nothing. Lidyn Phonia and Cleander would see to that, she was sure. 
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    "Get up." 
 
    In Astia's dream, she heard the words, but they didn't make sense. A blinding light shone down from Hara's star, to be replaced, as the whiteout faded into shades of grey, with an ethereal image of Halene. For the first time, or so it seemed, one of the Goddesses answered the gladiator directly. From Halene, the image turned to cold, grey walls, then to a lush jungle, all in the blink of an eye. 
 
    "Get up!" The boot to her backside might have come from the dream as well, but the thud her body made when it dropped to the sandy floor was all too real. 
 
    "What?" Astia said, shaking sleep from her eyes. Indeed, she lay on the dirt floor of her cramped, but private room in the undercroft of the arena. Anger kindled deep in her breast when she saw Octios and non-magical arena guards standing around her. 
 
    Danica stepped forward, an evil sneer stretching the corners of her mouth up to her angular cheekbones. "Special match this morning, my dear and you get top billing. We got to prepare you. Come." The final word was spoken with such authority it made Astia's feet stir beneath her. 
 
    "What kind of special match?" she asked as they walked. No one answered. Danica might have been preoccupied with something. The others... they were being silent on purpose, she could see it in their eyes. That could have meant any of a number of things. None of them good. 
 
    Now that she was fully awake, the images and feelings from her dream quickly faded away. She remembered good - and bad - feelings with the visage of Halene, and shivered when she caught a fleeting remembrance of the grey stone walls, but soon it was all gone. All, except the blinding flash of light that signified Hara. That, and it had something to do with the politician. 
 
    At last, she was led into the kitchens and presented with a fine meal. "Is this a... last meal?" she asked and gulped, not sure whether she wanted the answer. She might try to bolt, but there were enough guards around her so she didn't like the chances of success. 
 
    "Eat, and then we have ceremonial robes for you to wear for your match," Danica said. The chief jailer's eye twinkled. In a flash, Astia recognized that look: money, and lots of it, had changed hands. Whatever the jailer intended, it wasn't good for Astia, but would make her a rich woman, no matter how it turned out. 
 
    As she ate, she tried to get more of the story out of the Octios and guards surrounding her. None of it was successful. If this is intended as a last meal, at least I can say I was well fed, she thought. They must have tied up the regular undercroft cook and forced him to watch a real chef in action. 
 
    Danica and several of the female guards along with a regular Octio whose name Astia couldn't remember took her into the jailer's private quarters. On a wooden chair hung a robe decorated with gold and silk threads in a swirling design. That design, Astia realized, was oft drawn in sand as an offering to Persephone, Goddess of the Underworld. Some said she was the one who 'welcomed' sinners into the punishing afterlife. It was a pretty design, but Astia gaped at it no less for that than for what it stood. Alongside it hung a fine leather belt. 
 
    At Danica's word, the guards stripped Astia of her nightclothes. "Lidyn Phonia paid pretty coin to see you fight this morning," Danica said. "Put on the ceremonial robes," she added to the naked, shivering Astia. "Your body's fine, but that don't mean I want to keep looking at it; not when there's more coin to be made." 
 
    "You betting on my life?" Astia didn't like the sound of that phrase, even in her own mouth. 
 
    "Aye; don't disappoint me," Danica said. It might have meant she bet Astia would survive, but then again, it might not, judging by the gleam in her eye. 
 
    Resigned to whatever fate awaited her, Astia wondered if she could count on her friend Cax to pull her out if she was in way over her head. As if plucking that thought from her mind, Danica said, "Everyone else is forbidden from interfering in this match. If you pray, do so now." 
 
    "Will Phonia come to watch her plans come to fruition," Astia asked bitterly. "Or am I a petty thing to her?" 
 
    "I hear tell she'll be here, sure is sure," Danica said. "Get your robes on; I must go see to the arrangements." Quietly, she slipped out the door and it closed with a soft click. 
 
    "Anybody want to help me out here?" Astia asked as she took the robes in her hand. 
 
    "Wait outside." That voice was vaguely familiar. The other guards grumbled, but did what they were told. Gavail, it turned out to be; she'd been hiding behind the others so Astia didn't know she was there until they left. She said, "I don't know what it is, but I know it's bad. Danica bet everything Phonia paid her that you'll die." 
 
    With a deep sigh, Astia slipped into the robes; Gavail helped cinch them in back. Then, the guard hugged her unexpectedly. "I could help you escape," she said quietly. 
 
    More than anything, Astia wanted to scream 'Aye' and run for her life. With so little warning, however, the others might not have been able to escape. And so, with force of will, she shook her head. "Make sure Cax and the others get away. He's in charge in case I don't survive." She straightened and tried to look confident. "Don't count me out just yet." 
 
    "I bet you'd win," Gavail said. At first, it hurt that she claimed to be on their side and then participated in gambling on people's lives. Then, the guard added, "Danica made us bet so she can win more." A knock on the door made the guard look Astia up and down, then she nodded. "Good; I'm to get you to the arena floor under escort." 
 
    "Sacrificed to the pleasures of the rich and powerful," Astia said and Gavail nodded. 
 
    Out in the arena, a large crowd had already gathered. One entire section, however, had been cordoned off. Astia quickly recognized Lidyn Phonia and the smug Cleander sitting amongst several other Enyx members. That Halene wasn't among them could have meant several things. She'd been equipped with her normal weapon, a short sword, but she had a shiny new bronze shield, her copper one having been damaged in the last match. 
 
    "Welcome patrons," an announcer said. There were several in the arena's employ; it was throat destroying work to make themselves heard to the entire arena at once. Whatever devices they used weren't magical, she knew that much. "Those of you lucky enough to get in this morning are in for a treat. Astia, the greatest gladiator in Athessi faces a formidable foe." 
 
    The gate that usually only opened when all the gladiators came out for a round robin was open now. That could have meant she was to face all the gladiators from the other four xenophons, or clans. Somehow, she got the impression she was to face something far less - or more - than mortal combatants. 
 
    The announcer spoke again. "Citizens, direct your attention to Lidyn Phonia, in attendance. You may direct your thanks for a fine match to her." As directed, the crowd roared. Showing herself someone who reveled in the accolades of others, Phonia stood and took a manly bow. 
 
    "Probably the only way she can with Cleander's member stuck up her ass," Astia mumbled to herself. 
 
    "And now, for the moment you've been awaiting," the announcer called. At his words, a large cage was shoved up to the entrance to the arena. It took up the entire width of the main gate, possibly to keep whatever was in it from turning around and attacking its jailers. A loud snort that was not quite elven came from the cage. 
 
    "I give you Astia, versus the Minotaur!" the announcer screamed, his words echoing through a now silent arena. No one had seen a Minotaur for decades. Some people believed they were nothing but fiction. When the cage door opened, the crowd realized it was anything but fictional. 
 
    The four legged beast stormed out into the arena. There it stood, squinting its slanted, elf-like eyes in the orange rays of the morning sun. Its body resembled a bull: large and muscular. Where the spine of a regular bull might angle downwards from the tip to connect with the shoulders and neck, this creature's spine curved up; it had four legs, but the back abruptly went vertical from the forelegs. The rest of the creature rose from the main body with shoulders and arms covered in the same furry hide of a bull. Its head was angular, from a wide scalp down to a pointed chin, much like an elf, except larger and fiercer and with pointy horns atop it. Also, Astia thought, the eyes were duller than an elf's. Black as stagnant pools, they held cleverness, but no intelligence. With a body like that, however, they needed little intelligence. 
 
    As the first shocked silence faded into cheers and jeers from the crowd, the Minotaur stomped and clodded the ground with his forelegs. It let out a bellow half scream, half primal roar that put the noise from the collected crowd to shame. Then, those black, empty pools focused on Astia. Its visage changed from frightened and angry to... hungry. 
 
    Alone, Astia felt very vulnerable. With no one permitted to aid her, she looked at the short sword she carried with disgust. When the beast began to charge, faster than she'd expected possible, all she could do was hold up the shield before it struck. One horn hit the shield directly, the other, nearly pierced her right shoulder. As it was, the point jabbed her. The beast snorted and easily turned his entire body, flinging Astia four meters in the air and nearly ten meters behind itself. 
 
    With a thud and clatter, she and her weapons hit the dirt. Aches filled her body as she tried to right herself. Thunder rained down from the audience. Much of it were pleas for Astia to get up and fight. Many would be from well wishers, the rest, she guessed, people who wanted to see a good match before she died. That meant little to her now as she stooped to gather her weapons. 
 
    The Minotaur turned this way and that, as if it didn't realize where its prey had gone. Rather than hesitate, Astia hefted the short sword and charged at the beast, striking its flank. The cry it let out was half agonized, half amused. Its back leg struck out, into her shield. If not for the finely crafted piece of bronze, that hoof would have shattered the gladiator's leg. Instead, it only banged against her knee and knocked her painfully to the ground. 
 
    Clenching her knee, she tried to shrug off the pain. When the Minotaur turned, glaring at her from those all too elf-like eyes, she scrambled out of the way before it could kick her again. One hoof to the head and it would all be over. Perhaps that would be a kindness, but Astia wanted to continue living, if she could. 
 
    "No one can stand against a Minotaur." Astia didn't know how the announcer could possibly be heard over the din, but she wished she couldn't hear him. "Watch out, Astia, or that beast will skewer you on its horns," he called to the crowd. They responded by cheering or jeering louder than before. 
 
    In life or death situations, people often thought on those things which gave them comfort. Now, Astia found herself thinking, albeit briefly, on Halene. Though she'd tried to disbelieve the politician, she couldn't forget the kindnesses she'd shown Astia. If she never saw Halene again, she would remember those kindnesses, her pretty face, the way the sun glinted off her red hair. 
 
    "Glint?" Astia said the word aloud. The shield in her hand was finely polished bronze. When the beast stomped it hooves, ready to charge again, she readied the shield. Thinking of Halene might not save her life, but it had given her an idea. 
 
    Since she now faced the rising sun, it was easy to judge the angle. When the beast kicked up dirt and lowered its head, she brought the shield to her chest. A bright ray of sunshine caught, reflected into the Minotaur's eyes. As it shied and bucked, she struck forward with the short sword, slicing into its flank. It reacted, striking her sword arm with one arm while its foreleg kicked at her shield again. 
 
    The crowd was up on its feet; Astia was on the ground again, clutching at her sore pelvis. The shield had bounced back from the kick, striking her in the groin. Before she could move, the Minotaur lowered its head, scooping her up in its horns and tossed her away again. 
 
    Pain ripped through her midsection as she dropped in a heap. When she clutched at her stomach, her hand came away dripping yellow blood. Fortune had smiled on her, at least a little, in that her guts hadn't been totally ripped out by the horns, though she was pierced badly. If she couldn't defeat the beast and get down to the undercroft for some magical healing, she was as good as dead. 
 
    "Woah, Astia thought she had a good plan, but that Minotaur isn't fooling around," the announcer shouted. Bloodlust ran through the crowd. From the corner of her eye, Astia saw Phonia get to her feet, too. The bitch would be well pleased seeing Astia torn apart. A thought about that made the gladiator shudder for a different reason. Where was Halene? Was Phonia doubly pleased because she'd dealt with two foes, not just one? 
 
    All that didn't really matter, not when she'd been mortally wounded. Would the Goddesses take pity on her and bring her to heaven soon? The Minotaur was between her and her weapons. They hadn't seemed to do much good anyway. The beast was slightly wounded, but those were superficial at best. Weakness stole the strength from her legs. Even if she could reach her weapons, what good would they do? 
 
    Astia's hand touched something hard and rigid. A small rock rested beneath her palm. The idea came to her mind. It was ridiculous. The wild beast grunted and snorted, pawing the ground. It walked nonchalantly toward her, sniffed the wound. When it drew back, it had a satisfied look on its face, as if to say, I'll feast on those guts soon enough. It struck forward with its snout, but Astia rolled away, the rock clenched in her hand. 
 
    With her strength waning, she managed to pull herself up to one knee. The belt slipped from her waist and she wound part of it around her hand. The Minotaur seemed to preen and play to the crowd, as if it was more intelligent than she'd thought, and dumber at the same time. When she placed the rock in the loop of belt, she felt nearly faint. If she passed out, it was all over. 
 
    She began twirling the belt above her head. The Minotaur at last turned its attention back to her. With a sneer, it clodded the dirt again, readying itself to charge. Astia let fly with the makeshift thong. The rock thudded against the Minotaur's flank and it roared in pain and fury. When its head turned, however, Astia saw a soft spot behind its pointed ear. 
 
    "Uh-oh, what's this, a second wind from our heroine," the announcer said in disbelieving tones. Clearly, no one was expected to survive such an encounter. 
 
    The beast shook all over in rage and charged Astia. This time when she rolled out of the way, she left a thick trail of yellow in the dirt. Her life draining away, she scrambled to find another rock. When she did, she fit it into the belt and began to swing it over her head again. For her strike to be good, she had to have the Minotaur distracted. Blood poured from her wound, making her woozy. Her thoughts spun, but she pulled them together with help from Halene. The attractive redhead's image came to comfort her in what might be her last moments. 
 
    "I'll split you in half you glorified cow," someone shouted from the audience. Astia only half recognized that deep voiced shout, but it distracted the Minotaur. 
 
    As the beast turned to follow the voice, Astia let fly. Perhaps guided by Artema, or maybe blind luck, it struck the beast behind the left ear. The Minotaur screamed and crumpled to the arena floor and remained deathly silent. The arena fell quiet as the grave, too. 
 
    However much she wanted to believe it was dead, Astia saw its bulk move gently back and forth. It was still breathing. With effort, she staggered toward her short sword. It was ridiculously heavy. As quickly as she could, she walked toward the Minotaur and slit its throat. The great beast quavered and slumped further to the ground, this time definitely deceased. 
 
    Astia fell to one knee, breathing heavily herself. Dizziness threatened to drop her to the ground. Before she passed out, she caught a glimpse of Phonia and Cleander stalking from their seats, their shoulders slumped. Then, the big face of Cax replaced the politicians. "You're uglier than I remember," she said airily. In truth, she felt as light as a feather, as if she could float away from the arena and all her troubles. 
 
    "Come on, boss, we got to get you to a healer, or you'll be telling Artema how ugly I am," Cax said. She felt his large hands grasp and lift her, then blackness enveloped her. 
 
    When she awoke, the walls and people were blurry. "Where-" she tried to sit up and felt dizzy once again. 
 
    "Easy, boss." That was Cax again. The giant eased her onto her back again. "You need to let the healers do their work." 
 
    "I'm alive?" she asked, his face spinning around her. She couldn't remember how she'd gotten into this position, but she remembered Halene's face and the worry which accompanied it. 
 
    "Could have fooled me," Cax said, and chuckled. "Never thought I'd live to see someone else kill one of those Minotaur bastards. They're tough." 
 
    "You've killed one by yourself?" At first, Astia didn't recognize the voice. Then, she hoped it was Halene. If the redhead was there, it meant she wasn't in trouble after all. Finally, though, the gladiator realized it was Gavail, Cax's girlfriend. 
 
    "Don't be silly," Cax said. "I had help. Never knew they had those soft spots, though." Then the big orc snorted, at what, Astia didn't know, until he said, "Look who it is; her bigness herself." 
 
    "I'm perfectly relieved you still live." Unless Astia missed her guess, that voice belonged to Lidyn Phonia. The words, and her tone, gave the lie to what she said. 
 
    "I'm sure you are, Excellency," Astia said weakly. 
 
    "I am," Phonia said, lying through her teeth again. 
 
    "Then why set her up in such an impossible match?" Cax asked. 
 
    "It wasn't impossible, as you may see for yourself, orc," Phonia said, turning his race into a mark of scorn. "I wanted to see for myself the prowess of our greatest gladiator for myself." 
 
    "Now that you've seen it, perhaps you'll do me the honor of letting me recover," Astia said. Though still in pain, she felt she had enough strength to bodily eject the Lidyn, unless the guards interfered of course. 
 
    "I will, once we have dealt with Arc Lorenz and his mission," Phonia said. "I have learned you are responsible for most of the gladiators refusing to take Lidyn Argi's most generous offer of pardon for service. The Ioen threat is real, whatever you think of me personally, think also of Athessi and Sparci." 
 
    "I do think of both great cities," Astia said, not making clear what she thought of each. "Do you really believe I have such sway over my fellows? Is that why you wanted me out of the way?" 
 
    "I have already told you I wished you well in the match," Phonia said. Unless Danica had been lying about money - and the jailer never lied about money - the Lidyn was eager to see Astia fall to the Minotaur. "Besides, I have already dealt with my political enemies. Who else matters?" 
 
    The last sentence grated, but the previous one made Astia shudder. "What do you mean? What political enemies?" 
 
    "You know very well," Phonia said, this time unable or uninterested in hiding the scorn in her voice. "May I take an answer to Arc Lorenz now? Will you end this foolish embargo and allow us to serve Sparci? The sooner we deal with the Ioen, the sooner we may discuss with Lidyn Argi, the future of Athessi." 
 
    "Crawl to your master for scraps, you mean," Astia said. "When instead, you could rule over a free city." 
 
    Astia's vision was apparently clearing, for she saw Phonia's scowl. "Perchance I haven't dealt with all my political enemies after all," she said in musing tones. Then, the Lidyn shook her head. "My agents confirm you are the main hold out. Please tell me what you intend. With help from our fine gladiators, the Ioen stand no chance of survival. Give me your answer." 
 
    "I'm not so important as you think," Astia said, but nodded slowly, if nothing more than to make the politician go away. "I will make inquiries, once I'm better, and will give you an answer in two days." 
 
    "I will be glad of it," Phonia said. The Lidyn turned on her heel and hurried away, doubtless to lick her wounds. Or have Cleander do it for her. 
 
    "That there's a viper, no doubts," Cax said when she was gone. "Two days," he added in musing tones. 
 
    Astia paid him little attention. The dream pierced her memory again. A blinding flash of light, followed by Halene's face. A stone wall that made her feel cold. The images coalesced into worry. When she thought of her friend, perhaps something more than friend, an overwhelming sense of worry made her shiver. 
 
    "Will you do me a favor?" she asked the giant. Then she glanced to Gavail and to the healers. 
 
    "Wait outside," Gavail said and closed the door after the healers. The guard stood before the door so it wouldn't open. 
 
    "Thank you," Astia said, then turned back to Cax. "Check on Halene for me, please?" 
 
    The big orc's grin exposed many sharp, white teeth. "Your lady love," he said in the mocking tone a friend could use but an acquaintance couldn't. 
 
    But then she saw the brief shock in his eye when she said, "Maybe." At last, she felt good enough to sit up. When she did, she gazed into her friend's eye again. "I'm worried about what Phonia said. I think the Goddesses are trying to warn me something's going down. We need to find her and get the plan moving, or we may find more trouble than we can deal with." 
 
    Cax folded his meaty arms across his chest and looked thoughtful. "I might have heard something along those lines, too, boss," he said at length, then nodded. "All right. You rest; I'll find whatshername for you, if I can." 
 
    Astia hoped he would have left out that last part of his sentence. Fear gripped her. If she was falling for Halene, and Phonia took her away, maybe Athessi would burn. Instead of escaping, she might stay long enough to make Phonia regret meddling in her affairs, if affairs she was to have. The mental image of Halene warmed her, made her afraid at the same time. 
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    With magic for a healer, recovery was far better than it would have been out in the wilderness. Astia couldn't have dreamt of surviving the stomach wound the Minotaur had given her without magic. Alchemical potions and herbs were all well and good if you were still hale and whole. Sliced open as she was by the great beast's horns, nothing short of healing magic would have saved her. In that way, she thanked Artema she was in the arena. At least they would heal you after trying to get you killed. 
 
    Recovery was also much faster at the hands of a skilled mage. Though she slept most of the day away after her match, the next morning found her in better spirits, rather than a spirit. With aid of a cane, she was able to get out of the bed in which she lay. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" Danica asked around a scowl when Astia approached her. Instead of being happy Astia had survived, her countenance said the opposite. Darkly, she eyed the gladiator. "You cost me a lot of money," she said, anger strong in her voice. 
 
    Astia realized if she remained in the arena, the jailer would make her life much harder. Before, Danica had liked her, now, no more. Even Astia's popularity with the throngs of customers wouldn't make Danica happy. Astia understood that she'd lost a lot of coin, probably more than she'd made in an entire lifetime. What Phonia had paid her to set up the match, along with likely more. 
 
    "When you gamble, Danica, eventually you lose." 
 
    The jailer turned furiously to the source of the voice, then her rage broke. Something approaching a smile stole across her face. "You're right, I suppose, Cax," she said girlishly; nothing Astia did could apparently break her lust for the big orc. "You want to go out for a stroll, then?" Her venom fell on Astia again, not so badly as before, but bad enough. "I'll send two Octios your way." With a glance to Cax, she stormed away from the gladiators. 
 
    "She'll get over it," Cax said when she was gone. 
 
    "Not before I die, I fear," Astia said. 
 
    The giant winced as he stared after the jailer. "Someone will wipe that scowl off her face before too long," he said, looking as though he was that 'someone', and that he'd rather stick red hot knives into his ears than do it. "Then things will be right with the world again." 
 
    "You sound so thrilled with that prospect," Astia said, drawing his gaze to her. He pursed his lips into a thoughtful look. "What?" she asked, as perhaps she was meant to do. 
 
    "Haven't found out anything yet," Cax said. "Not about that redhead matter," he added quickly. 
 
    "But?" Astia had the distinct feeling there was something else coming. 
 
    And the orc proved her right. "You ought to go to the market square. It's gotten interesting out there. You were right; something's amiss and I'd put your pretty pet right in the middle of it all." 
 
    "You think something bad's happened to Halene?" Astia said, a lump forming in her throat. When had she begun having such pronounced feelings for the other elf? After some thought, she realized it had been growing since Halene came up with the thoughtful gift of a pika, so Astia could make prayers and offerings to Artema. 
 
    Now Cax's gaze went above her head, as if the freakishly tall orc was looking over a mountain for Halene. "I think you'll have to come up with your own conclusions," he said at last, then sighed heavily. "I'm going to bend a few ears; you might want to move things along quicker than we were thinking." He didn't say anything compromising, for two Octios, one elf and one orc, strode up just then. "I'll see you later, boss," he did say. 
 
    "You sure you want to go out?" the elven Octio asked. She was a regular, of sorts, who accompanied Astia often. She was also, maybe, sympathetic. Unfortunately, Astia was never alone with her long enough to sound her in aid of the gladiator's escaping. That was one of the many drawbacks of having two followers. 
 
    "I'll do," Astia said. On that word, the three exited the arena. It was good to get out. Despite the urgency in Cax's voice, she didn't go straight to the market square, instead winding through the upper city slums. Once more, it made her think it was madness to call the geographically lower part of the city 'upper' when you had to walk up steps to get to the market place, and then further up to get to the 'lower city' where the government buildings and temple lay. 
 
    "How is the new Magistry building going?" she asked her Octios. 
 
    "Well enough," her elven follower said. After a few moments, she remembered the young lady's name was Olive. "That place is for the bureaucrats. The Magistry we have to report to is down below," she added. 
 
    "Magisters," the orc Octio said, then scoffed, loudly and rudely. Obviously, the mages of Athessi weren't impressed with the new operation. 
 
    "You don't like it?" Astia asked. 
 
    "They make us feel like... second class citizens," Olive said thoughtfully. "Like because we can cast a fireball, for instance, that we will do it to the first ordinary citizen we come across. Like we're already guilty of using our magic for crime." 
 
    "Just because someone has a knife, doesn't mean he's going to slit someone's throat with it," Astia said, making sure they knew she agreed. 
 
    "Exactly," Olive said and smiled. 
 
    Maybe there would come a way to use that, maybe not. Astia filed it away as a mental note. The first thing she noticed in the market square, was that there were fewer people. No, that wasn't quite right. Plenty of people fought and argued over price. The main thoroughfare was choked with elves and a few gnomes and orcs either looking at, or plying their wares. 
 
    Then, it stuck out at her like her bruised pelvis. No one was being harassed by Cyfix telling them to return to nature where they belonged. The Cyfix believed that civilization was a lie people told themselves to excuse all the crime and abuse that went on in cities. It wasn't too far from Astia's own line of thinking, at least after she was convicted of a crime she didn't commit and thrown in the arena to fight or die. 
 
    As she walked, or hobbled, was the case, she also heard no Opinos speaking out about freeing Athessi from the influence of Sparci. Opinos disagreed on what form their government should take, some leaning more toward Cyfix ideals of less, others wanting a more controlling system, but they all agreed that Lidyn Phonia had no business placating the Sparci and Lidyn Argi. They were all too eager, as well, to want Phonia removed from office if she wouldn't recognize Athessi's independence from Sparci. 
 
    There were also more guards on the street as well. It took her only a moment to realize the last three items had to be related. Phonia must have ordered the guards to round up - or keep out - all those who wished for something different and who weren't afraid to speak their minds about it. It did take her a few moments to wonder how this was achieved: did people resist or go quietly? The simplest answer was: it wasn't so simple. Some probably went quietly, while others went kicking and screaming. 
 
    She thought about asking Olive directly, but her questions might get back to Danica or worse - Phonia. There had already been an attempt on her life that came too close to succeeding. Halene also might be in peril, too. 
 
    "I see you're recovering well enough." That was Jak, the gnome merchant. He was in a different spot on the square than he had been. "Nasty business, yesterday," he said, his accent thick and difficult to understand. 
 
    "Oh, do tell," Astia said. She might not have to ask Olive. 
 
    "Tell me you are aware of the presence of these fine folks?" he asked and spread his arms to encompass maybe the entire square. 
 
    "You mean the guards," she said and he laid a calloused finger across his nose. 
 
    "Just so," he said. "Well, these fine fellows, they flowed through her yesterday, much like the waves from that big lake you have to the west." Gnomes lived mostly underground. They didn't like the idea of an ocean, or what kinds of mysteries it might hide. 
 
    "The Shard Sea," Astia corrected. 
 
    "Of course," Jak said and nodded. "Foaming and crashing like the waters of your sea, they came and all those preachers and the like were as nothing." 
 
    "Did it get violent?" Astia asked, hoping he wouldn't nod again, but he did. Now she glanced toward one of the guards. "Did anyone die?" 
 
    "I don't know about that," Jak said, spreading his hands. "I do know, that feckless leader you have was here, directing these fine fellows in their work." That calloused finger rose again, this time to point to several empty stalls. "She tarried a time to make questions of some of my fellows, they, failing with their answers, or falling abruptly silent, were made to disappear, like a spell." 
 
    Astia felt her thick eyebrows rise. It sounded like Phonia was cleaning house. If she could scare enough people, they would obey, sure enough. With paid thugs prowling the streets, making life hard on everyone, there might be plenty of recruits for Sparci's invasion of that Ioen city. 
 
    "You are well, though?" she asked Jak quietly. 
 
    "Will take more than their pointed questions to rouse me," Jak said. "Speaking of points, your business be still pointed, as is your humble servant." He bowed to show he was that gnome. His quick words, to Astia anyway, must have meant the points of his swords were still ready to be purchased by the escaping gladiators. 
 
    "Your points are well taken," Astia said, then grinned so her Octios couldn't see. 
 
    "Paid, not taken, my friend, but well took is your meaning," Jak answered and Astia snorted laughter. 
 
    When she turned away from Jak's stall, a short, slender elf stood between Olive and her orc follower. After blinking in surprise, she recognized him. "Syn Ysander, if I remember correctly," she said and made to curtsy. 
 
    "None of that, now," Ysander said and grabbed her arm. "Or ever, in my presence. You'll hurt yourself again." 
 
    "Couldn't get worse than yesterday," Astia said and shuddered at the remembrance. "What brings you to me," she said. 
 
    The politician seemed ready to speak, then his face contorted and no sound came from his open mouth. Slowly and deliberately, he turned to glare at Olive, then the orc. "I really can't say. If we could return to the arena..." His voice brooked no argument. 
 
    "I was feeling ready for a sit down anyway," Astia said and meant it. No matter how quickly magic was healing her, she was a long way from comfortable. 
 
    When Olive and the orc disappeared behind either shoulder, Ysander seemed ready to speak, but Astia placed a finger to her lips and he squelched whatever he'd been about to say. They went down winding stairs into the undercroft. Every so often, the walls would shudder with thunderous applause and cheers from the crowd that was no doubt enjoying their matches. Collectively, people enjoyed watching the suffering of others, almost as if the sheer numbers could hide each individual. If, say, an elf murdered someone with only a few witnesses, those people would find the entire affair disgusting and seek to forget the shameful acts. If an elf murdered another in an arena, on the other hand, with full government sanction, surrounded by his fellows, an observer could cheer the blood spilled and have no qualms doing it, for so was everyone around him. That was the nature of people. Astia had been one of those people, once. 
 
    Down into the inner sanctum they went. When they reached Astia's private quarters, she waved Ysander in first, then found one of her xenophon and had him watch the door. They had a clever system to notify her if someone approached. 
 
    "We can talk for a little while, privately," she said when she shut the door. With luck, if one of the guards came around, they would think Astia was pleasing Ysander, though everyone in the arena knew of Astia's tastes and rumor said Ysander also preferred the company of his own gender. 
 
    "I trust you were properly appalled by the scene in the market?" Ysander asked. When Astia nodded, he continued, "I only discovered it after the fact, last evening. Our system, our entire process, has broken. It has become slave to what is expedient. Where before, we had some ability to protect freedom, Phonia and Cleander act in secret to subvert it." 
 
    "You must have seen it coming," Astia said. "With the coming of this Magistry and Argi's messenger. They want our blood and they want more control." 
 
    "You speak too much truth," Ysander said. Then a spark lit behind his eyes and they went dark. "I nearly forgot me the main reason I sought you out. Halene, she has been arrested and charged with treason." 
 
    The fingers of her hand tightened around the cane on which she leaned. A dizzy spell made her grasp for a nearby chair. To her amazement, Ysander helped her sit. 
 
    "She is very fond of you," he said quietly. 
 
    "What's this talk of treason?" she demanded, trying not to think about her own growing fondness. 
 
    "The Zalla allegedly found missives in her apartment that owned their creation to Opino extremists," Ysander said. "Also, a goodly sum of money she may not account for, and a request for Lidyn Phonia's head," he said. "This was no doubt the work of Cleander, who did invite her to his apartment that very afternoon. I suspect his agents were planting this evidence while they met." 
 
    "Why not you?" Astia asked, then chided herself. "I'm sorry, that was rude of me." 
 
    "I can only answer, they thought Halene a more dangerous foe," Ysander said. "Likely, that was why you were also targeted. Can you say they wished you no harm when they pitted you against a Minotaur." His eyes were wide with surprise. "I heard of your miraculous deliverance and decided that I would no longer sit idly by, haranguing people, for little good that did." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Astia asked. 
 
    Rather than answer, the politician walked over to the door, leaned against it and looked up to the ceiling. "Funny thing I discovered, when I met your friend Cax," he mused. A sparkle in his eyes when he mentioned the big orc's name made Astia think the rumors of him were true. "I got the feeling from him that you might be in a better position than I to deal with some interesting news." 
 
    How much - if anything - did Cax tell Ysander? Though Astia felt she could trust him, that didn't mean she needed to trust the politician. "What is this news," she asked through gritted teeth. Cax wouldn't have told him anything, she knew, but the politician was clever and might have divined somewhat of their plans even so. 
 
    "Fear not," Ysander said, as if he understood why her teeth were clenched. "A trading caravan from Xynthi, to the north," he said, as if that explained everything. At last, he elaborated, at least a little. "They come tomorrow, carrying everything a small army might need, if such a small army you know. I also know they are lightly guarded, having come partly through the journey under the protection of their own militia." 
 
    "You know much," Astia said. "If only this small army you speak of could rescue Halene as well." 
 
    The politician shrugged his shoulders. "That is none of my business what an army may do. But I will tell you, my friend, not to try to do it yourself. On a totally unrelated subject, it's too dangerous to go to the hidden prison beneath Phonia's mansion. You shouldn't try the hidden lever beneath the overlap of the fake gravestone in the small cemetery just off her garden; it won't open the hidden entrance to that prison. It also won't help that she has at least four guards there at any one time." He didn't even bother to wink; if it wasn't already too painfully obvious, then it wasn't from a lack of trying on Ysander's part. 
 
    It might be a trap. Astia dismissed that almost immediately. It might be, but she would have bet anything she owned Ysander was as genuine as his word. He seemed all too out of his element playing the game other politicians took for granted. That could have been a clever cover, but she doubted it: there was no profit she could find in it. 
 
    "Thank you for the idle gossip," she said. "It was very enlightening." 
 
    Out in the hallway, she watched Ysander go back the way they'd come. If she was going to be in good enough shape to help bust Halene out of prison and waylay a caravan full of supplies, she needed to get back to the healers. However, as she walked the corridors, she nearly bumped headlong into Cax. 
 
    "Sorry, boss," the giant mumbled. Then he stiffened. "Did that politician find you?" When Astia nodded, he seemed relieved. "Good," he said. 
 
    "Not good," Astia said and he angled his head as if to ask for more information. "It is a beautiful day tomorrow," she said, slowly and clearly. "Before first light," she added. 
 
    At first, the big orc seemed ready to question her choice of grammar. She'd chosen a present tense for a future subject. As quickly, though, the light flicked on behind his eyes. It was their code. "It is a beautiful day tomorrow, isn't it?" he mused, then turned and lumbered off. His first stop, no doubt, would be to Gavail. The guard was the key to their plot. Then, Cax would find the other xenophons and tell them the same thing. All the gladiators who were in on the plot would know they were escaping before even a hint of light came over the horizon to the west. 
 
    With a lighter heart than she'd known for a while, Astia continued on to the healers. She needed to be at her best, or as close to that as she could, before she went to bed. Earlier than anyone else, she would rise to become a free elf, or die trying. With any luck, the word would somehow get to the Opinos, wherever they hid, and the whole city might erupt into chaos to cover their escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Halene, LiSun 9 
 
      
 
    If there was a way to tell time in utter darkness, Halene hadn't found it. The only light flooded in when her jailers pushed food and water in through a small door within the door. So far as she could tell, it wasn't at similar intervals of time, adding to the feeling of disconnect. Every time the little door opened, bright light poured in, as though broad daylight were behind the hulk of iron. What that meant, however, was known only to her jailers. 
 
    Boredom led to tedium. Her thumbs ached at times from constant twiddling. When she spoke, at times it was though she could see the words manifest in the complete darkness. Like puffs of smoke, they seemed to hold their shape for a moment, then dissipate. It was an odd sensation she couldn't quite discount, no matter how little sense it made. 
 
    This was the price for standing up to the crush of oppression. "No," she said, chuckling at her own righteousness. "I wasn't a bastion of freedom from oppression." Terrible decisions past, the most recent in forcing the removal of people from the southern courtyard, weighed heavily on her. No, she hadn't cared a fig for those people, many who had nowhere else to go. The excuse she was 'serving the greater good' was nonsense. What kind of greater good was served by tyrannizing those who had no power to resist? 
 
    Alone in this pit, her judgment no doubt hurrying to her on wicked wing, she had all the time necessary for reflection. That she didn't like what she saw in her mental mirror was a testament to why she was there. She'd tried to play both sides against each other for the benefit of only one person: herself. It was no longer possible to cloak her misdeeds from herself. Isolation brought it out better than any physical punishment Phonia could have prescribed. 
 
    "Not that I won't be dying soon," she said. Alarm coursed through her when she realized her voice sounded more than a little eager. "Treason is whatever those in power wish it to be," she said and nodded at the quaint piece of rhetoric. Her tutor would have been proud. 
 
    When her thoughts meandered to Astia, however, a different feeling washed over her. Regret, not at what she'd done to the gladiator, but what they'd missed with each other. Astia was one of the few people she'd been completely genuine with. 
 
    "That's not even true, now is it?" she asked her inner voice. "When Astia asked about the southern courtyard, I didn't tell her I was instrumental in ordering people removed." The gladiator had been a part of it, too, but as a prisoner used as club to knock over the heads of innocents caught in an inconvenient position by their own leaders. The new Magistry needed the land, she'd told herself. 
 
    "And so we sought to usher in a new age of oppression of some, by oppressing others," she said sullenly. "And only Ysander saw through it all." Not for the first time, she hoped he wasn't suffering for her staunch refusals. For all she knew, Astia had already been killed by Phonia's minions, as they'd tried to do days before. 
 
    It was on that depressing thought that she lost consciousness. Sleep was an unusual beast in isolation, too. Without the sun to tell her body when to wake, sleep had little meaning. She awoke and fell back to sleep many times, wondering how much time had passed between. 
 
    The last time she awoke, it was with a start. Dull noise came through the door. She judged it was dull due to the thick iron. Since it was the first time she'd heard anything except the squealing of those rusty hinges, it was interesting and terrifying at the same time. Were they coming for her? She imagined there would be a trial of sorts. All rigged, of course, but maybe Phonia wanted to set an example for others by getting a judge to condemn her officially. 
 
    Someone screamed and something thudded against the door. Those large hinges squealed, not the smaller ones of the door within a door. Intense light surged into the tiny cell, blinding Halene. Through watery eyes and frequent blinking, she caught sight of a shadowed form come to stand in the doorway. 
 
    "Halene?" The voice was very familiar and forced a smile to sprout on her lips, despite hunger and terror and boredom. It also tickled her feet enough to make her stand. 
 
    "Astia?" she asked pensively, as though the figure would disappear to be replaced with darkness, or worse, Phonia. 
 
    "I'm here." It was Astia's voice. 
 
    Quickly, so the hallucination didn't have time to dissipate, Halene rushed forward. Her right arm went around Astia's shoulders and her left touched the gladiator's right arm. A rush of happiness pushed her face forward. The soft touch of Astia's lips was a pleasure Halene had lost hope for. The gladiator seemed surprised and nearly pulled away, but then her left arm wrapped around Halene's waist. 
 
    From Astia's right wrist, Halene's hand slid up her exposed arm, almost to the shoulder. She realized the gladiator wasn't wearing a robe. That had to mean she wore the raiment of a gladiator. Warmth came from Astia's lips, chasing away the cold dank of the cell. Slowly, Halene's left hand slid across Astia's flank. Taut flesh, pulled tightly across ribs met her fingers. The gladiator murmured something, but didn't stop kissing Halene. Her hand brushed abdominal muscles and stopped when she touched marred flesh. 
 
    That was when Astia broke the kiss and stepped back. "Come on," she said. "We don't have much time." 
 
    "Did I do something wrong?" Halene asked, wondering what had scarred the gladiator's stomach. 
 
    The touch of Astia's hand warmed her again. "No," the gladiator said. "We have to leave now, though." 
 
    When Halene stepped out of the cell, the light didn't seem nearly so intense as it had on the inside. Still blinking, however, she caught sight of the giant orc and several other gladiators. No Octios were present. After a second, she realized that had been a foolish thought. "You have escaped, then," she said. 
 
    "Not yet," Astia said. Then, her head turned. From the other end of the prison, several guards hurried their way. More Zalla guards and government hired mages trailed behind. There seemed too many. 
 
    "The prisoner's escaping," one of the Zalla guards said, pointing at Halene. "Her life is forfeit. Kill her to earn Phonia's favor." 
 
    First Astia, then Cax, got in front of her. The giant picked her up with ease, setting her down farther away from the guards. "Keep her safe, for the boss," Cax said to the others. 
 
    Not happy about others fighting to protect her, Halene watched as the first couple of guards fell to Astia and her faithful friend. When the mages seemed ready to strike, the gladiator called to one of them. "Olive," she shouted. "Don't do this; we are your chance to get away from those people treating you like a criminal for being what you are. Come with us." 
 
    Halene had been sure a spell was about to be cast. Though she wasn't a mage herself, she'd been exposed to enough magic to feel a heaviness right before and after a spell broke the air. That feeling began and stopped within a few moments of each other, but nothing happened. Olive waved her hand in the air and the other mages turned on her, shock on their faces. The mage knocked them aside with her staff and ran for all she was worth. 
 
    Before she knew it, Halene was running too. Up stairs and out into a pretty garden, it took her a little while, but at last she realized she was in Phonia's yard. When they took her, they put a burlap sack over her head so she didn't know where they led her. It was a surprise to say the least: no one had even spread rumors that the Lidyn had a prison beneath her small but stately mansion. 
 
    With the Enyx amphitheater to her right and the bureaucrat's offices to her left, she knew her former apartment, and the temple of Hara, lay further to the left. That was the wrong way to go if they expected to escape the city. Instead, the small group went straight ahead toward the southern courtyard. 
 
    Iron clanged against iron. Copper against copper. Zalla guards and even a few soldiers, their robes piped in red and high crowned helmets of polished bronze atop their heads, battled fiercely against gladiators and others who looked like ordinary citizens. A few mages flung fireballs from their staffs into the melee. More than a few of those mages looked like they were helping the gladiators. That, Halene judged, was nothing but a good thing. She'd been a part of helping to establish a registry that would have collared mages like animals. It was one more regret to throw into the pit of her despair. How had it come to this? The government had wanted nothing more than to help people. That's what governments were for, right? How had so many people been swept under the rug for the good of a supposed majority? When many were oppressed, that left only a few doing the oppressing. The truth stung. 
 
    As they neared the market square, a gnome leaped from a side street and kicked over a small cask that lay at a corner of the road. "This'll give 'em a right surprise, Astia," he said and chuckled. 
 
    "Stay safe, Jak," Astia said and Halene supposed he was an ally. The politician had never had cause to doubt - or trust - gnomes before. They were a strange lot who kept to themselves. This one, however, knew what he was doing. When they cleared the area, the small cask exploded. Tendrils of fire and possibly shrapnel, flew out toward the advancing guards. The gnome was nowhere to be seen, but that didn't mean he wasn't still somewhere about, causing more trouble for Phonia's minions. 
 
    Then, those in front stopped abruptly. Halene had trouble figuring out why until the big orc lifted her, carefully, and tossed her into the back of a covered wagon. "Let's move; we have business to attend." That was Astia's voice. The wagon began to move, slowly at first, then with ever increasing speed. 
 
    A burning arrow slammed into the back of the wagon, making Halene jump. A skin of water hung on a peg in the wagon. At least, she hoped it was water, as she poured it on the flame. Thankfully, it was either that, or small wine or beer, with little alcohol content. The flame flickered, then died. The wagon was empty, except for her and a few full skins. That seemed odd to her, that they would take an empty wagon. But then they must have hit a loose stone, for the wagon jostled and tossed her into the air. When she landed, it was with a heavy thud. Still, she laughed despite it all. For once, she was free, free of responsibility and free of the fate she was sure would befall her. Free, at the hands of her love. As the wagon rumbled along cobbled streets, her hand went absently to her lips, while she remembered the kiss. 
 
    Once, the wagon slowed and the clash of metal filled her ears. Shouts and blunted cries of agony frayed her nerves. She couldn't help but fear all this destruction and death was her fault. It was absurd, of course, but the feeling she was solely responsible, that Astia and her fellows revolted only because of her imprisonment, was hard to shake. A small piece, perhaps, was her plight and what she'd tried to stop from happening with the Rite of Denial, but there were plenty of other players responsible for bringing about the sad state of affairs. 
 
    As quickly as it stopped, the wagon began to move again. That didn't mean it was driven by the same people. For some little while, Halene wondered if the guards hadn't taken it back in the melee. In that case, she might be on her way to a quick death, instead of an escape. Fear gripped her, but she wrapped herself in the embrace Astia had given her. Surely, the gladiator wouldn't fail to rescue her. 
 
    Soon, the wagon jostled less. After a few moments, Halene judged that was because they'd left the city behind. The dirt road leading east or north of Athessi was less bumpy than the one within the city. 
 
    Time wore on, not so tediously as it had in the cell, but she had to keep peeking out the back to see how far the sun had risen. Since it was to her right, she figured they were headed roughly north. When it stopped, she was in the process of looking out. The abruptness almost tossed her right out onto her face. She laughed at herself again and was about to hop down when Astia appeared around the side. 
 
    Halene felt the corners of her mouth pushing her cheeks upward as she beamed. Astia grinned too, and hopped into the wagon. Now, Halene was able to get a good, long look at the other elf. The raiment she wore covered her breasts, shoulders, ribcage and most of her back, then continued above where her pelvic bones would normally stick out. 
 
    Among the wealthy and powerful, thinness was considered a poor man's necessity. It was deemed attractive to see some fat on a wealthy person's midsection. That was fine if that was what you liked, but Halene had been less attracted to avarice than she might have expected. Astia had lean, muscular forearms, svelte biceps and firmly defined abs. Her sandy hair was wild and touched those sculpted shoulders. 
 
    Then she saw the fresh scar on her midsection. A gasp of surprise and fear escaped her lips. She hurried over to Astia, her fingers extending to delicately touch the marred flesh. "What happened?" she asked, blinking up into Astia's soft brown eyes. 
 
    Rather than reply, the gladiator touched Halene's chin, raised her head up and kissed her again. A mumble of delight tried to escape Halene's mouth and her left hand rested again on Astia's midsection. She felt the strong muscles expand and contract as the gladiator breathed. Beneath her robes, she felt her own heart quicken and her nipples got stiff and sensitive. Their bodies perpendicular to each other, Halene pressed her breasts into Astia's left arm, so each one flanked the smooth, taut flesh. 
 
    When the liplock broke, Halene exhaled deeply, then kissed her cheek, making her way toward Astia's ear. The gladiator, however, stepped back, grasping Halene's hips. "No time for that," she said and heaved a sigh. When she took off her belt, short sword hanging from it, Halene thought maybe she'd misunderstood, but the gladiator held it out to her. "Put this on," she said, authority in her voice. 
 
    That authority ringing in her ears, Halene took it, strapped on the belt and weapon. "I don't know how to use this," she said, her palm resting on the hilt. 
 
    "That will change with time," Astia said, still harsh. Then, her voice softened as she added, "Right now, it's only important they think you can use it." 
 
    "Who is 'they'?" Halene asked. "Where are we and what is going on?" All her pent up concern flooded out at once. "What happened after I was arrested? How did you get that scar; it looks fresh. What are we doing about Phonia and the Sparci? How is Ysander?" 
 
    Throughout her tirade, Astia's grin grew wider and wider until she was almost laughing. "He was brave," she said, seemingly answering the last question first. "I think he's staying there for the moment, to see what he can do from the inside." Then her visage turned dark as she glanced down to the scar on her stomach. "Phonia set me up against a Minotaur." 
 
    A gasp brought Halene's fingers up to cover her mouth. "Goddesses," she said in a whisper. "You survived, though," she said a few moments later. 
 
    "By holding on to what I had in this world," Astia said. "And a great blessing from the Goddesses." Her eyes flicked up Halene's body, lingering for a moment on her midsection. When their eyes met, she said, "As to what we're doing now: just trying to survive. We're going to take a caravan from Xynthi and hide out, trying to gather more support from inside Athessi." 
 
    "Where did we get the weapons?" Halene asked. One thing she was certain of, was that they couldn't have gotten them from the arena. Maybe she was wrong, but she thought there were some kinds of magical enchantments protecting them from insurrections. 
 
    "Jak," Astia said, then, when she saw Halene was lost, she added, "The gnome we ran into with the exploding cask." 
 
    "Ah," Halene said and took a step toward Astia, who took a step back. Had she done something wrong? 
 
    "Come on," Astia said and ducked out of the wagon. 
 
    Resigned, Halene sighed and followed. The sword had an odd weight to it that felt awkward on her hip. As she walked around toward the front of the wagon, she tried to adjust her gait to accommodate. With a start, she discovered there were other wagons, facing her. All other thought vanished as she guessed this was the caravan Astia spoke of. As best she could, she strutted toward them, the palm of her right hand resting on the sword hilt. 
 
    "What do we have here?" she said in musing tones. "I think we'll take whatever you're carrying. If you don't like it, well, I can't say you'll be any more pleased with the result." Acting came naturally to her, as it did to many politicians. 
 
    Astia turned to face her, so the traders couldn't see her face as she smirked. The look she gave as her eyes sparkled was one of approval. "Aye, boss, they'll give up their wares, or feel our blades." She was a good actress, too. 
 
    "Now see here." The man who'd spoken stopped abruptly as Cax's long, two handed axe swung his way. "The authorities of Athessi will hear of this," he squeaked, his earlier boldness gone in a flash of iron. 
 
    Halene chuckled softly. "I am the authority of Athessi," she said fiercely. "I am Syn Halene of the Enyx." This time, the look Astia gave her was confused, but she would catch on in a hurry. "Lidyn Argi requires these supplies to fight the Ioen. Rather than pay for them, he expects us to take them." 
 
    To underscore her words, as she noticed the caravans' mercenaries were reaching for weapons, she said, "Olive, bring your mages forward." She'd spoken with the voice she'd learned to use first entering the political field. As ordered - as if she had the authority to order it - the young mage stepped forward. A few others were there as well, staves at the ready. 
 
    "The first of these ninnies who draws a weapon, I want him burnt to a crisp," Halene said. "Test me, fools," she added, to make her threats sink in. The mercenaries deflated before her and faded into the background. 
 
    Later, when the caravan had turned around, to head back to Xynthi, Astia approached. "A word, boss?" she asked, a smile spreading across her face. 
 
    Halene laughed out loud, bringing an amused chuckle from Astia's lips. "I'm glad you and your people went along with me," she said. 
 
    "That's what I wanted to ask you about," Astia said. 
 
    "If I'd lost my mind, you mean?" Halene said and the former gladiator nodded. "If more people begin to see Phonia for what she is, then that will be of benefit, won't it?" When Astia nodded, she went on, "They will no doubt confirm that I am - or was - part of the Enyx, and then rumor will begin that my ostracism was arranged to take away official sanction from Argi stealing supplies for his army." 
 
    "Clever," Astia said and curtsied, forcing another laugh from Halene. 
 
    "Where do we go from here?" she asked. 
 
    "Now, we try to survive," Astia said. 
 
    "That answered half of my question," Halene said, before reaching out to touch Astia's hand. "Where do we go from here?" she asked again in a different way. 
 
    "Oh," Astia said and took Halene's hand in hers. "We take it one day at a time, I think," she said. "It's been a long time since I've been close to anyone. I need some time." 
 
    "Of course," Halene said. Quickly, she leaned forward and brushed her lips against Astia's, then pulled away. "Let's build something out here and use it against Phonia and Argi," she said and turned away, until their fingertips separated. It was another step in the right direction. Since only hours before she'd been imprisoned, wondering if she would survive the day, Halene counted anything away from that a step in the right direction. The lingering memory of their kisses would keep her warm for the moment. 
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    "Come at me," Astia said. The former gladiator readied her sword. With chagrin, she noted the way Halene gripped the short sword and the awkwardness of her stance. 
 
    "If only it were that easy," the politician said, then grinned at her friend. 
 
    When she surged forward, Astia easily blocked her clumsy strike. With a flick of her wrist, she disarmed Halene, then lightly struck her in the midsection with the edge of the shield. Despite hitting her softly, the redhead collapsed in a heap. "Oof," she said, then stared up indignantly at Astia. "That wasn't fair play." 
 
    Sighing, Astia reached out to take her hand. When she pulled up the attractive elf, she said, "War rarely is. It's about keeping yourself alive, no matter the cost." The sword blade had some loose dirt on it that easily wiped away. "Here," she said and thrust it into Halene's hand. Then, the gladiator got behind her friend, wrapping her left hand around Halene's waist. Since they were both right handed, it was an easy task to reach forward and take the politician's wrist. "Don't grip it too tightly, or too loosely," she said. "Let your wrist roll, not be rigid." 
 
    "Easy for you to say," Halene said. The redhead became flustered and dropped the blade. Her left hand rested on Astia's around her waist. "The way you hold me," she said, almost cooing the words. 
 
    "Enough of that," Astia said. "I have to mold you into a fighter if we're to take back Athessi." In truth, she was trying to put some distance and perspective on her relationship to the politician. If they were to become something more, she needed to allow her emotions and thoughts to meander and mingle for a while. In so close quarters, having to teach the redhead how to fight, made that difficult. She didn't want to jump into something that might not work out. At least until she'd had time to work through it all. There were never guarantees, but if you went blindly into something, there was more chance it wouldn't work than if you gave it some time. 
 
    Halene broke free and turned. Pout wasn't the right word for the look on her face, but it was close enough. "I thought we had something, the day you rescued me. Our kiss..." 
 
    Frustrated, Astia picked up the sword by the blade, thrust the hilt toward Halene. "We do have something," she said. "It's called a friendship. If it goes any further, it will be with the blessings of the Goddesses, not on a whim." She knew that was the wrong word choice as soon as it was out of her mouth. That was why she preferred to have time, to make the words come out right. 
 
    "It's not a whim," Halene said, sounding very much like a petulant child. When she took the blade, she held it up to Astia's throat. "Why shouldn't I kill you, you scorn my affections." 
 
    Astia tried to bat away the sword. This time, Halene's wrist turned smoothly with the block and she managed to not only hold onto it, but also slide away from the shield and put the point back to the gladiator's throat. "Good," Astia said, then surged forward, using the shield to blunt the sword away, then they both tumbled to the ground. 
 
    The knee Halene sent into Astia's midsection took all the air from her lungs. Hair in both hands, Halene rolled her onto her back, then brought up her legs, laying them across Astia's arms and shoulders, pinning her to the ground. Triumphantly, the redhead let go of her hair and set her hands on her thighs. "What do you think of my prowess in battle now?" She was smug. 
 
    The view was nice, however much Astia didn't want to admit it. The heat between them made her breathe harder than she might otherwise. She stared up, past the mountains of Halene's breasts, up into those fine grey eyes, then down again to the mounds with a valley between. 
 
    "Something you like?" Halene asked. 
 
    "Just trying to judge," Astia said. In a breath, she rolled from the right with all her strength. Caught off guard, Halene tumbled. Then it was the pulling of hair again, but this time, the gladiator wrapped her legs around Halene, got behind her and wrenched both her arms behind her, pulling them tightly. 
 
    When it was clear Halene couldn't move, her struggling became more intense. That only made Astia's grip tighten. Halene managed to tip them both over onto their sides, but Astia held on. Now it was the redhead who panted heavily. Sweat trickled down, got between them. "You're strong," Halene croaked, maybe finding it difficult, but not impossible, to breathe. 
 
    "Are you finished?" Astia asked. For an answer, Halene twisted and writhed, trying desperately to break free. To show she truly had the upper hand, Astia let go with her left, keeping both of Halene's arms locked tightly behind her. With that free hand, she reached around and gently stroked Halene's face. "So much effort will age that pretty face," she said, not unkindly. 
 
    In the moment, all the sweat and drama got the better of her. Her hand slid down Halene's robe and cupped her left breast. As Halene's chest rose and fell quickly, her nipple stiffened and her breathing got slower, deeper and more regular. Astia's fingertip brushed against the erectness, slid across its ridges, eliciting a soft moan from the redhead's lips. Quickly, she pressed her lips to the nape of Halene's neck and kissed sweat. 
 
    "Don't stop," Halene said in a whisper, breaking the spell. 
 
    When Astia let go, it took the redhead a few moments to move away. The gladiator scrambled to her feet, eyes widely staring at her friend. There was clearly more to it than friendship, or more correctly, a special kind of friendship, but it still didn't feel like the right time. By the time Halene was on her feet, Astia had the sword in hand again. Halene adjusted her robe and stared blankly. 
 
    "You might as well use that on me," she said in a small voice. "If you reject me too many more times, what's the point of being free?" 
 
    Anger leaped inside Astia, but sadness also, for she knew Halene was right. She bit her lip, hard enough to taste blood. Instead of replying to that, she took the blade in her left hand, held out the hilt. "There's always a point to being free," Astia said. "Please indulge me a while longer; what I have to teach may save your life." 
 
    Halene's grin contained a little bitterness, but also hope, perhaps. "Since you asked nicely," she said and took the hilt. "In that cell, I feared I would never see you again." They resumed their former positions, Astia behind her, showing her how to hold the sword, and this time, the shield as well. "Imagine my surprise when you rescued me, only to..." she ran down, maybe not wanting to put into words the disappointment she felt. 
 
    At last, Astia seemed satisfied. She took away her hands, scooped up a short blade and shield of her own. "You're doing well," she said. "One thing at a time, dear. Now, defend against me." Starting with a simple flick of the blade, she was impressed by Halene's reflexes in blocking it. Surprise followed when the redhead improvised, striking out deftly with the side of the blade. Astia turned it easily and grabbed Halene's hand around the hilt. They slammed together, each clenching the sword hand of the other, shields discarded. 
 
    "You jab with the point, not slice," Astia said through clenched teeth. Their faces were close enough for her to feel Halene's breath. "Longer blades are for slicing," she added. Both bodies strained against the other. Astia was impressed again by how much raw strength the redhead possessed. 
 
    Halene proved to have more than a one track mind. "I'll remember that," she said. 
 
    With a clever shift of her weight, she managed to catch Astia off-guard. The gladiator stumbled forward, nearly getting skewered by her opponent's blade. Only afterward did Astia realize that, without a last second shift by the politician, she would have been run through by Halene's sword. An uneasy laugh escaped her lips. "That should be a good enough lesson for both of us in not underestimating any opponent." 
 
    Halene blushed, then winked. "Such kind words," she said. "You really do care." Rather than return to the uncomfortable conversation, she moved to another subject. "Where will we go from here?" she asked. "There is plenty of land to the east. We could found our own city, far away from Sparci." 
 
    Astia felt herself shake her head. "No," she said. "Athessi and her people deserve to be free." 
 
    "Why not go east," Halene said again. "As many people as want may follow. Athessi may be a lost cause; no sense throwing ourselves away when many of the people would prefer to go along instead of stand up. We could create a better system of government, one that doesn't allow the leaders to become corrupt." 
 
    "And how would that work?" Astia asked. The redhead was clever and intelligent, but Astia had learned the hard way - perhaps the only way to learn certain lessons - that power corrupts in every case. "It's better for the people to mutually agree on who they will work with and rely on, instead of relying on a government they don't know to do things for them. Small groups, working together, instead of a big city with too many people and too many laws trying to corral them all." 
 
    "Spoken like a Cyfix," Halene said and chuckled. "With your steady sense of justice and right, you would make a great leader. If the government becomes corrupt, you could set them straight." 
 
    "Oh, that's rich," Astia said, growing a little angry, but trying to keep the conversation light. "Have a democracy, but a dictator in wait, in case things get corrupt." 
 
    "That's not exactly what I described," Halene said, heat in her voice as well. 
 
    "Even if it succeeds for a while, what happens when we all perish and a new generation takes over?" Astia asked. "Who says the person who replaces me will have a 'steady sense of justice and right'? I don't know that I have such sense, but what of the next person? Or the person after that?" 
 
    "I don't know," Halene said shortly. "But what you want seems like anarchy to me. What's to stop those small bands of people from warring with each other? We need a large leadership pool to keep the different groups from infighting." 
 
    Before they could get more heated, Astia held up a hand. "Let's talk about this later, shall we?" she asked. "I don't want to fight over it. Please?" 
 
    "You're right," Halene said and bent to pick up her shield. "Shall we practice more? Either way we go, it would be good for me to know how to use these." 
 
    "On that, we can agree," Astia said happily, then bent to pick up her shield. 
 
    When she did, however, Halene charged, slamming herself into the gladiator. "Surprise," Halene said, grabbing another handful of Astia's hair. 
 
    They rolled on the ground again, but Astia tired of her games. This time, she put all her strength into spinning Halene around, so her face was in the dirt. It was an easier matter to pin the redhead's arms behind her than the last time. With her weight atop Halene, and the redhead's arms firmly pinned, Astia had both hands free. "I suppose we should hold off on further lessons until tomorrow," she said. 
 
    Quickly, she bounded off and away from the politician. When Halene stood, her eyes burned; if they could have shot that fire, Astia would have been a smoldering corpse. As that wasn't the case, the politician snorted, turned on her heel and stomped away. With a shake of her head, Astia picked up the weapons and shields and carried them back to the camp. 
 
    "How goes the training, boss?" Cax said when she caught sight of him. The blades and shields clanged into the wagon where she threw them. "That well, eh?" the giant said. "You two got it bad for each other," he mused in what was almost a whisper. 
 
    "She's a hot tempered bitch," Astia said. "She relies too much on her emotions and not enough on sense. You know, she wants us to run east and start our own city, rather than help the people of Athessi who want to be free." After, she realized she'd unleashed a tirade at the orc. 
 
    Cax only smirked. "Yeah, you got it bad for her, boss," the giant said and nodded slowly. Then he laughed kindly. "It's not a bad thing, you know, boss." 
 
    Cross with the giant for pointing out what she was trying to ignore, Astia glared, but broke down and shook her head. "How are our supplies holding out? Have we any news from Athessi?" 
 
    "Gavail sent word yesterday," Cax said uneasily. "Good to know she's all right." 
 
    "Aye," Astia said, then touched her friend's arm. "We could ask her to get out and come here so you can be with her." 
 
    The giant scrunched up his face as he thought about it, but slowly shook his head. "She's the best source of information we have inside the city at the moment," he said. "So far, they haven't figured out she helped us escape." 
 
    "Or they're watching her, going to let her hang herself," Astia said. 
 
    "Thanks boss, I needed that," Cax said sarcastically. 
 
    "What does she say?" Astia asked. 
 
    "The city's quieted down," Cax answered. "Lidyn Phonia has offered a reward of no taxes for a year for anyone who joins the force she's sending to help Sparci." 
 
    "So, instead of having no taxes at all, they will clamor for the easy way," Astia said and sighed. "Any word on the land the Sparci army wanted?" 
 
    "None whatever," Cax said. "Gavail said a few squads of Sparci soldiers came through town, but they didn't stay. She told us to look out for them." 
 
    Astia's tongue slid across her teeth as she chewed on that piece of information. "It doesn't track," she said at last. "I don't know what they're up to, but I don't think it has anything, or not everything, I should say, to do with us." 
 
    "You don't think that general what's his name thinks a few squads of his precious soldiers are enough to handle us?" Cax asked. He was clever enough to know it wasn't what they thought, but what the Sparci general thought that would influence his decision. 
 
    "I agree with Astia." That was Halene, returning from wherever she'd stalked earlier. 
 
    Glad to see the redhead, Astia didn't let it show. So many things were spinning in her head at the moment; she was happy to see Halene, but wanted whatever happened with them to be the right thing. She silently prayed that Artema would grant her the time she needed, or else give her an epiphany. 
 
    "You both may be right," Cax said. "But what are those squads up to, if not coming after us? Gavail is certain they left Athessi out the south gate." 
 
    "Whatever they're up to, they can wait," Astia said. Halene came to stand next to Cax, as if awaiting instructions. "What of our supplies?" she asked again. 
 
    "We're going to have to start foraging and hunting soon," Cax said. "Also, we'd better figure out what we're going to do. We have an impressive force here, boss, but we don't have enough to attack the city, not without a lot of help." 
 
    "That's what I'm expecting," Astia said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Halene asked. The politician squinted, maybe trying to discern what Astia had up her sleeve. 
 
    "You think you're the only two with friends left in Athessi?" Astia asked around a grin. "I didn't get to be xenophon of my clan by putting all my eggs in one basket." 
 
    "Mmm, eggs." Cax's belly rumbled. Was he purposely not eating enough so their supplies lasted longer? Astia would have to make sure the giant got what he needed to survive. Then Cax asked, "Whatever you decide, boss, I'm with you, and so is everyone who came from the arena." He didn't come out and say it, another victory for the tact of a giant, but his gaze toward Halene said more than words would have, with less fuss, too. 
 
    "I'm with you, too," Halene said. Quieter, she added, "Through anything." 
 
    "Thank you," Astia said, gazing into Halene's pretty eyes. "Both of you," she added quickly. Cax laughed out loud, then strode away, shaking his head, as if saying, You two need to get a room, boss. 
 
    "I'm sorry for my outburst," Halene said. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but closed her mouth and glanced down to the dirt. 
 
    "I know," Astia said and meant what the redhead had wanted to say, but didn't. There would come a time, the gladiator was certain, when they would be together, either as lovers, or both friends and lovers. That day hadn't dawned yet, but they were friends. "Are you worried about Ysander?" 
 
    "That's part of it," Halene said. "I expect we'll either hear from him soon, or it will be because he can't get word out." Almost to herself, she said, "I still want to know what the Sparci want with that land to the south." 
 
    "All we can do, for the moment, is wait," Astia said. Then she touched Halene's arm. When the pretty redhead gazed up, she said, "One way or another, we won't be waiting long, I suspect. When you're ready to return to swordplay, it will gladden my heart. I couldn't stand it if you were hurt." 
 
    A smile played upon Halene's lips, making her face brighten. "I'm ready for anything," she said. Astia hoped she was right. 
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    Flecks of sunlight broke through, here and there, turning the forest bed mesmerizing shades of amber and hazel. Pines and firs mingled here, where the trees were thickest. Near their campsite, oaks, birches, larches, yews and willows stretched out their leafy arms. There, with grass underfoot, the trees had distance between them. Here, everything seemed stacked upon itself. At least, that's how it felt to Astia. 
 
    Halene and Olive, the mage and former Octio, skulked along with her through the forest. Pine needles crunched softly beneath their feet. Near a rocky outcropping, they spied their prey: a small pack of Xentaurs. Normally peaceful creatures, they had the head of a sheep, with long, spindly arms like an elf's and an equine's fine lines. Though their bodies were similar to a horse's, a rare animal in the west, they weren't related to the regal beasts. Of course, that was what scholars said: it didn't mean it was true. 
 
    Over the last several days, Halene had become quite the amateur at swordplay. She claimed it was because she sparred with words in the Enyx, so why should a physical object be much different. Politely, Cax and the other gladiators had laughed and gone along with her, for Astia's sake. A few, in secret, didn't care for the politician. They whispered to Astia that Halene always sounded like she was right, even when she was clearly mistaken. 
 
    "How many of these beasts do we need?" Halene asked. "They're so pretty; it seems a shame to kill them." 
 
    "Unlike horse, though, they are good eating," Olive said. Maybe that meant there was something to the idea that Xentaurs weren't related to horses at all. Then again, maybe it didn't. 
 
    "One or two," Astia said. "We don't want to scare the lot of them away." If the beasts stayed in the same vicinity, the hunters wouldn't have to hunt for them again. 
 
    "Can we sneak up on them?" Halene asked, looking from Olive to Astia. "Maybe a spell that makes us harder to see and hear?" 
 
    "I know of no such spell that words well enough to use in the wild," Olive said. "What elves can do would do well against elves, but animals have more finely tuned senses." 
 
    "What about a fireball?" Astia asked. If the Xentaurs saw elves kill their fellows, they might be smart enough to abandon the area completely. That would mean more time spent finding another food source. 
 
    But Olive shook her head and glanced down to the ground, as though she was embarrassed. "Um, I never learned offensive spells," she admitted. When Astia glared at her, she looked even more sheepish. "I never had the need." Then, her countenance brightened. "I have a calming spell that may allow you to walk right up to them. It will be broken when you strike, though." 
 
    "What would you have done had a gladiator tried to bolt and murder you in order to get free?" Astia asked. "Calmed him?" 
 
    "I certainly would have tried," Olive said. "But they never sent me alone. That was why I was usually with you; so there was another mage who knew some offensive spells. I would have used my calming spell first on the gladiator, then on the surrounding crowd, in case he had friends on the outside trying to aid his escape." 
 
    Since that made a good bit of sense, Astia didn't pursue it. Instead, she said, "All right; how about that calm spell. Halene and I will go kill two Xentaurs once they're calm." 
 
    "Why don't we just sneak up on them?" Halene asked. 
 
    "I'm a gladiator," Astia said. "I never had to sneak and wouldn't know how if my life depended on being stealthy." 
 
    Olive closed her eyes and began to chant. Though it sounded like the Aiken elf language, Astia couldn't tell what she was saying. Once in a while, she could pick out a word or two. Never before had she been around a mage casting a spell. The air suddenly felt dense, far tighter than the outdoors had any business feeling. A faint sound that seemed as out of place hovered in the background of Olive's words, as though the barely audible voice of an unseen visitor spoke along with her. 
 
    "Go," Olive said, her voice empty. At the end of her staff, a red crystal Astia couldn't identify was fitted into a hollow. It glowed and her distant stare told Astia she was in a trance of some kind. 
 
    Rather than speak, Astia jerked her head toward the Xentaurs. Halene, also fascinated by Olive's state, didn't get the message immediately. When she did, she nodded and came along as quietly as she could. The Xentaurs looked down; they had been busy plucking pine needles and cones off the trees with long, forked tongues. When they saw the elves coming, they seemed ready to bolt. However, a sparkle lit their eyes and their breathing got slower. Instead of running, or returning to their eating, they remained still. 
 
    "I thought for sure they were gone," Halene said. Astia was about to shush her, when she realized even the noise didn't scare away the prey. 
 
    "Let's get this over with," Astia said. "I hate killing a noble beast, but I hate starving even more." Before she struck, she made sure Halene had found a suitable creature and awaited her to strike first. They both had to reach up, for the Xentaurs towered head and shoulders above the elves. Blue blood gushed from open wounds in their necks. 
 
    The spell broken by the carnage, the other Xentaurs reared, made excited horse sounding screeches, and galloped off to the west, bounding over rocks and dodging trees. A mighty roar that had nothing to do with Xentaurs thundered out from a nearby cave. Startled, Astia readied her blade and turned toward the sound. A blur rushed from the cave, hitting her with such force she flew back into the nearest tree. Consciousness tried to fade, but she shook her head violently to stave it off. 
 
    There before her stood a red-backed troll. Two meters tall, nearly a meter wide at the immense shoulders, its vaguely elven face, tall ears and ferocious fangs made it seem a terrible fright. That it could be related to her made it almost laughable, but it would be a nervous laugh, like when your best friend talks about killing someone. 
 
    The troll beat its chest and roared. As bad as Minotaurs could be, a troll was worse. Stronger, it had a long reach complete with razor sharp claws. The only advantage a Minotaur had was that it was faster. Still, to an elf on two feet, it didn't matter if a Minotaur could outrun a troll, because Astia surely couldn't. 
 
    "Run, get help," Astia screamed. "I'll keep it busy." Though her back, neck and head ached, and her legs felt like they would give out on her, she pulled the shield from her back and advanced on the troll. 
 
    "No, it'll rip you to shreds," Halene said and took her shield off her back, too. "Olive, can you calm it?" she called to the mage. 
 
    "I'll try," Olive said. "Keep it away from me." 
 
    Incensed, perhaps at having its meal ticket run off, the troll beat its chest again and charged at Astia. The gladiator took the beast's shoulder on the shield. With her between it and the tree, she felt as though she'd had all the humors, bile and blood squeezed from her body. When the troll backed up, it swatted the battered shield away. Seizing the opportunity, Astia jabbed forward with her blade. The troll was quick, terrifyingly so. As her arm came forward, it swatted with its left arm, taking the sword point in it, rather than the midsection. Even still, it must have hurt, for the troll's bellow came from deep within its belly. When it moved the injured arm, the sword ripped free from Astia's grasp and flew a few meters in the air before clanging off another tree. 
 
    From behind, Halene rushed forward. The troll had good hearing, too. It turned, grabbed her up in its giant paws and roared in her face. Before it had the chance to tear her, quite literally, limb from limb, Astia kicked it in the ass. The absurdity of such a move struck her only later. At the moment, she was concerned with her friend. When the kick didn't suffice, she picked up her bent shield and struck the troll in the back with it. 
 
    "Run, Astia," Halene said, her legs kicking air; though she was likely trying to hit her captor, her legs weren't long enough. "Save yourself." 
 
    "Go to Lord Livion," Astia swore. Later, if there was a later, she would have to ask Artema to forgive the outburst. When she saw Halene in the monster's grasp, she wanted to tear it to pieces and save her. Again, later she could try and figure out what exactly that meant. 
 
    At last, the troll realized she was there, her attacks thus far having little effect. Almost as if the beast had a more clever mind, it struck out with an elbow, so it didn't have to take its attention away from Halene. The elbow struck the shield and was so deftly thrown that it knocked the weapon from Astia's hand. With that piece of bronze gone, Astia lowered her shoulder and rammed the beast, that did, in fact, have a strip of red fur beginning at the small of its back in a tip before spreading out to touch nearly both shoulders. 
 
    While her other efforts made little difference, this got the troll's attention. It dropped Halene, who immediately fell to the ground to hunt for her sword. The glint in the monster's eye was pure, intense hatred. Forward it came, swiping its great claws at Astia. With skill of her own, she leaped backwards at the right moment to evade. Once. Twice. Thwack. 
 
    The blow came at her from a blind spot. It spun her around one hundred eighty degrees and almost a meter backward. Astia's forehead bounced off a pine tree. Yellow blood trickled down into her eyes, stinging them. She was dizzy and didn't know which way the beast came at her from. Another body blow and she was down, her back up against the same tree. 
 
    At least Halene would be safe, or so she hoped. Artema, please spare Halene's life, she prayed. Once more, the question that flashed through her mind was: How do I mean to protect and care for her? As a good friend, or something different? And again, the question, for the moment, went unanswered. Maybe, if there was a later, she could reflect. 
 
    A beastly roar filled her ears. Or, maybe she wouldn't get another chance to think about the redhead. Too late, she realized the most recent sound didn't come from the troll. Before she could move, part of the monster's torso erupted. Skin tore and parted from its side. Its howl was terror, mixed with pain and rage. From behind it, Astia saw a glint of metal off a shard of sunlight. Could Halene have inflicted such a blow? The gladiator didn't think so. 
 
    Then, she got her answer. Cax, as big and menacing as the troll, sidled around the beast and let fly with his great two handed axe. The weapon was taller than Astia: she'd stood side by side to one in the arena. The giant made it look toy sized in his beefy hands. Unfortunately, his second strike failed to fell the beast. It roared and struck out, knocking the axe to the ground. 
 
    Rather than defend or evade, Cax bellowed at the monster and grabbed it in a great bear hug. The beast outweighed Astia, Halene and Olive - by a large margin. Cax lifted it from the ground like he did with an axe. When he swung the beast, its back crashed into a tree, making the big, sturdy pine shake like it was going to fall. The troll let out a pained gasp as it fought for air. 
 
    When Cax let go, he didn't waste time. One of those beefy hands balled into a fist and crashed into the side of the monster's skull. It shrieked and struck back, slicing with its claws. Blue blood spurted from a clean cut to the side of his face. That only made the giant angrier. Where Astia's kicks hadn't even been an annoyance, Cax's foot caved in the troll's midsection; it bent over and gasped for air, much like an elf would. Of course, if the big orc had kicked Astia like that, she guessed she wouldn't have been alive long enough to bend over and gasp for air. The troll was getting the fight of its life now, that was for sure. 
 
    At last, paralysis left the gladiator. She shook her head to clear the cobwebs and scooped up the giant's axe. "Here," she shouted and tossed it to him. 
 
    "Thanks, boss," Cax said. With a mighty swing, he cleaved the monstrous troll in half. Still roaring, its upper torso collapsed to the ground. Amazingly, its arms thrashed about wildly and its fangs opened and closed, as if ready to bite. Fortunately, that didn't last too long, as its brain finally realized its body was dead. It quivered a few times, then fell silent. 
 
    Astia ran over to Halene, checking for wounds. After a second, she realized the redhead was doing the same to her. Satisfied, she turned to the giant who'd saved them all. "You should have a mage see to that cut," she said, forgetting for the moment that Olive was there with them. 
 
    "Your concern overwhelms me, boss," he said, and chuckled, not the least put out by her seeming indifference. 
 
    When Olive ran up, she looked from Astia to Halene to Cax. "I tried the calm spell, but it didn't work," she said, as if that needed stating. "So then I sent out a call to the closest people who might help." 
 
    "I wondered what that voice was in my head," Cax said. Comically, he leaned his head to the side and bumped his hand against the side facing up. "Now it can get out." 
 
    Olive touched the side of his face, the one that was cut. Like before, she began to chant, something Astia couldn't follow. She had magic, or so they told her, but it had sprung up in her very late in life and she'd had no training. The arena wouldn't spend an iron coin training a prisoner who'd just developed magic. 
 
    When the mage took her hand away, the cut, if not gone, had stopped bleeding and it was a scar that might have been on his face for twenty years. The tinge of her skin got very blue, a sign the yellow blood in her veins was leaving quickly. Thus drained, she leaned on her staff. For a moment, Astia wondered if healing magic took more out of her. Then, she laughed at herself. The mage had already used calming magic twice, the second time she'd used her power, probably with all her might, to no effect. That had to drain even more than successful magic. And then, to top it off, she had to heal another. No wonder she was tired. When Astia thought of it in terms of physical labor, she realized it was probably a lot. 
 
    "Do you need a hand?" she asked Olive. The mage didn't reply, but her breathing became steadier, though she didn't look better. 
 
    "I'll take care of her, boss," Cax said. "With your leave?" he said to Olive. When she didn't object, he picked her up the way Astia or Halene might pick up a newborn baby. "We should get back to camp so you can rest; I'll come back with some of the others and we'll cut up and clean that meat." 
 
    Since Astia couldn't argue, for her head ached something fierce, she went along. As they walked, Halene came up beside her and slipped her hand into Astia's. For once, she didn't argue or make the least bit of noise. She'd risked her life - again - to see the redhead safe. Before they got back to camp, though, they separated hands.  For that, the gladiator was grateful; she didn't want anyone yet to think they were a couple. It wasn't because she was ashamed of the redhead, she had more thinking and praying to do about the matter. 
 
    Shouts filled the air as they neared camp. One of the more vigilant gladiators was getting testy about something or someone. When Astia saw it to be Lorus, former xenophon for his clan, she hurried forward. Lorus was a testy fellow, all right, and he seemed to be having trouble with a visitor. 
 
    "What's going on?" Astia said. When she pushed past a few people, she finally got a look at the newcomer. "Ysander, you're welcome here. What seems to be the trouble?" 
 
    "He's invited here?" Lorus said. The gladiator shoved the point of his short sword at the politician. "He's from the government; what's to say he won't tell the Sparci army where we are?" 
 
    "I'm from the government, too," Halene said. 
 
    "You were in a cell when we risked our necks to get you out," Lorus said. 
 
    "A fat lot you know." Halene was getting hot again. And she was far too smart for Lorus. "That could have been a ploy to get me in amongst you rebels." 
 
    The tip of Lorus's blade swung from Ysander to Halene. Rather than talking, the politician drew her own blade quickly and batted Lorus's away. Under other circumstances, that might have been a bad move. Some of Lorus's former xenophon reached for the hilts of their blades. 
 
    Then, all their bravado vanished when Cax stepped in between Lorus and Halene. The blade of the xenophon nearly touched his midsection. Cax barely paid attention to it. Instead, he glared down and probably through the other elf. Lorus was a tough elf, no one doubted it, but he wilted like a flower in winter. The tip of his sword drooped until he put it away. 
 
    "Enough," Astia said. "Lorus, Halene and Ysander are the only politicians who are welcome here. If any others show their faces, you may do as you please with them. But, like it or not, believe it or not, these two are on our side." 
 
    Reluctantly, Lorus nodded. "I yield to you, Astia. You've gotten us free and now it's your responsibility to keep us that way." With his fellows in tow, he stalked off to the east. 
 
    "I meant not to cause a riot," Ysander said when Lorus was gone. 
 
    "It's nothing," Astia said. "What news do you bring?" 
 
    For the first time since she'd known him, the politician seemed reticent to speak. That was most unlike any politician she'd ever met. One eyebrow raised on Halene's head; she caught it out of the corner of her eye. The redhead likely had never seen Ysander at a loss for words, either. 
 
    "You know something terrible, don't you?" the redhead asked. 
 
    "I've found evidence, a missive, sent with Arc Lorenz," Ysander said. His voice caught and he stammered. Jaw working side to side, his mouth opened and closed several times before he gave up. Instead, he drew a rolled parchment from inside his robe and handed it to Astia. 
 
    As the words leaped from the page, her eyes widened. "Argi wants to doom Athessi," she said, her breath coming out as a whisper. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Halene demanded. 
 
    "See for yourself," the gladiator said, and handed the parchment to Halene. To Cax, who didn't have his letters, she said, "Argi wants all the gladiators who don't agree to be the suicide wave of his mad attack against the Ioen, for a sacrifice." 
 
    "To whom?" the giant asked. 
 
    "Tyxia," Astia said through gritted teeth. 
 
    "That's the smartest idea I've heard from Argi in a dog's age," Cax said. When heads whipped his way, he scowled. "Well, it is: smart of him not to involve his own city." 
 
    "Sacrificing an elf, or even an orc is strictly forbidden by the Three and One," Halene said, after she finished reading the missive. "Tyxia may smile on this mad plan, but Hara, Artema, Persephone and Ambrosia won't. To kill another elf in anything but self defense is a crime in the eyes of the Goddesses." She sounded like a schoolmarm lecturing Cax. 
 
    "I know," the giant said. "I merely said it was good strategy, not that I agreed with it." 
 
    "Where is this horror to take place?" Astia asked Ysander. "When, also." 
 
    "There's more," Ysander said. "I've spent some time spreading the word, since I heard it." The others waited for him to continue. "All enemies of the state, as Cleander styles them, are to go on this sacrificial pyre. Opinos, Cyfix, anyone who disagrees with supporting Argi's plans, even merchants in the streets, are to be taken for this ritual." 
 
    The short, slender elf turned to Halene. "That land grant the Sparci want. Their army is already occupying the site. That's where the sacrifice is to take place. They wanted it so they could commit this heresy in secret. Only General Klonus's people are allowed into the area, so the citizens don't find out." 
 
    "We have to put a stop to it," Halene said immediately. "Who isn't involved in this plot who might help us?" 
 
    "I'm not sure," Ysander said. "I can't find anything linking Syn Crossius or Dyn Ariostal. Most of the other Enyx members are part of the plot, though. Bribed by either Cleander or Phonia. One of my loyal followers is the one who leaked this parchment to me. He's going along with the plot only so he can feed me information." 
 
    "And you're sure it's accurate?" Astia asked. "Could this friend be giving you false info?" 
 
    "No," Ysander said. "He's one of my staunchest supporters, though he's been so in secret, by my own idea. Those who openly support me aren't invited into Phonia's good graces." 
 
    "You have an idea?" Astia asked Halene, seeing a glint in her eye. 
 
    "I think so," she said. "We can trust Crossius, I think. Ariostal too, for that matter, but Crossius may have more sway to pull off what we need." 
 
    "So, we need a way to get a small group into Athessi, along with this evidence and get it to Crossius?" Astia asked. When Halene nodded, she did the same. "With mages at his back, Crossius can arrest Phonia, Cleander and most of the Enyx. Then, we can reveal the plot to the people and elect new leaders who will stand against Sparci." 
 
    "You've read my mind," Halene said. 
 
    "I'll help, however I can," Ysander said. "Imagine, slaughtering hundreds of elves to the Undergoddess of Hatred. How sick are they?" 
 
    "We'll need Gavail's help, too, Cax," Astia said and the giant nodded. "And probably Jak's, too, if we can scrape up some coin." 
 
    "I think the coin can be arranged," Ysander said. "Who is this Jak fellow?" 
 
    "Gnome merchant," Astia said. "He got us our weapons when we revolted. We'll need to arrange for more weapons inside the city, so we don't have to bring in anything. Safer that way." 
 
    Everyone nodded. If they were going to bring off this plan, it would take everyone working together. It seemed Ysander was willing to go along with whatever Astia wanted as well. That was good. He would be a big help. With luck, this Crossius would round up all the offenders and toss them in a cell so deep beneath the earth, even the gnomes wouldn't be able to find them. 
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    "I must go alone," Halene told Astia. "I can get into the city easier by myself, as a few people might cause a scene." 
 
    "You're asking for trouble alone," the gladiator said, then seemed hesitant. "And I don't want anything to happen to you," she added. 
 
    Halene's heart fluttered to hear it. "It will be for the best, whatever comes," she said. "You've convinced me to reinvest in Athessi. Besides, with only a few dozen of us, without resources, we might not ever find a suitable place to call our own." 
 
    It was early morning. The sun had barely scratched the horizon. Many of the others weren't even awake yet. Halene and Astia strolled together along the perimeter of the camp. Puffy white clouds were already turning grey. Off to the east, opposite the sun, thunder rumbled. A summer storm was well on the way, if she was any judge of weather. 
 
    "I should eat, then, perhaps you will join me in prayer," Halene said. When Astia seemed ready to say no, the gladiator did a double take. "I expect to engage Artema in the Rite of Protection," Halene added, then winked at her friend. 
 
    "You are a liar and scoundrel," Astia said, heat in her voice. If they hadn't been so close, Halene might have thought she truly meant it for an insult. "You know more of Artema than you claimed," the sandy haired beauty said in some surprise. 
 
    "Do we not all know a little of the others, not only our patron," Halene said. "In truth, Hara is my Goddess, but is Artema or Persephone any less because of this? I think not." She tried to sound indignant, but for once, her veneer failed. 
 
    "Well, we should have breakfast and get to it, then," Astia said. 
 
    After some satisfying eggs that Halene knew better to ask from where they came, the two gathered some precious dead roots and leaves. For this ritual, they needed to sacrifice no living creature. Not even living pieces of trees and bushes were required. It was meant to show reverence to Artema in that, while she brought nature alive, it was from the death of everything that new life sprang. 
 
    When they'd collected all they needed, the two elves joined hands and burned the offering. Because Astia was a follower of Artema, she said the ritual prayer; Halene knew it, but Astia lived it. Her friend's palm warmed Halene's. Not for the first time, she wondered how much Astia's body would warm hers. Lying with her, allowing their bodies and spirits to meld would no doubt be an amazing experience. 
 
    With the ritual completed, Halene couldn't say she felt any more or less safe. Often the way things were, she had known there were few guarantees in life. Despite this, she remained vaguely disappointed that she felt no different. "I should be away," she said after filling a small sack with some food and drink. Away from the city, the water was safe to drink; that was good because they had none of the resources to make small beer or wine. 
 
    "Go with Artema," Astia said. 
 
    When she didn't try to argue more, Halene guessed she would send some of her fellows anyway. Well, so long as they keep their distance, we should all appear as separate travelers, she thought as she walked. The journey would take a couple of hours, but there was little chance of getting lost. All she had to do was follow the rising sun in the west. After waylaying the caravan from Xynthi, Astia decided they should head southeast, to keep away from the scene of the attack. They had ended up in a nice clearing in the great forest east of the city. 
 
    A flash of lightning and crash of thunder that came right on its heels dogged the politician as she strolled up the winding dirt path connecting the city with outlying farms. Without those farms, the streets would run riot with protesters, for Athessi couldn't survive without a constant supply of food. The farmers would be pleased with the rain, though it had been dry enough of late that the lightning might spark dangerous fires that would ravage crops and homes in equal measure. In seasons past, there had been times when the fires raged because the storms carried little rain. 
 
    This one turned out not to be one of those. As she caught sight of the arched entryway to Athessi, a downpour erupted from above. No one laughed at the drenching she took, for everyone outdoors got the same treatment. If anything, she felt sorrier for the guards at the gate, for they had to stay out in the rain until their shift ended. 
 
    Annoyed more at the rain than their duty in it, the guards waved everyone through the gates. Everyone consisted of two men and one woman, likely farmers all, and Halene, whose robes were tattered and dirty. Since the farmers wore a similar garb, she guessed the guards thought her of the same ilk. Two of the farmers carried their goods with them, likely to sell, the third carried a small purse, instead to buy. 
 
    The easternmost part of the city was the only place requiring a wall. Barbarians, mostly orcs, hadn't attacked in ages, but that didn't mean the citizens and guards could become complacent. Still, the walls from north and south had been removed in Phonia's predecessor's time, to use in building more dwellings. As she walked, Halene wondered if the jagged rocks and sheer cliffs would provide enough protection from a determined invader. 
 
    Glancing back at the short wall to the east, she said, "For that matter, what obstacle would the tiny wall be to a dedicated foe?" She shrugged her shoulders; they hadn't met a dedicated foe yet, other than the Sparci, and they would surely attack from the west if they ever had reason. 
 
    The first streets she trod on were little more than alleys. Apartments butted right up against one another. Two stories each, they packed their residents into a single room. Ofttimes, several families would share that one room. The extreme eastern part of the city was where the poorest of the poor were relegated. Terrible smells floated out from the crowded tenements and up from the disgusting ground. Halene tried not to think of what she walked through and she did a decent job, until someone threw the stinking contents of a chamber pot out the second floor window of the adobe apartment. The splash it raised would have been much worse without the rain, but its best was bad enough for Halene's nose. Fortunately, none of it hit her. 
 
    As she left behind the worst odors, the streets opened up a little. Now, they wound in every conceivable direction and allowed for two carts to pass each other. The worst slums had given way to the poor part of town. On ordinary days, Halene would expect to see elves on every corner, hawking wares or trying to rouse the peasants to action against the government, or just leaning drunkenly against the walls of apartments, loitering because they had nowhere else to go of the day. 
 
    That she saw only a handful of people made her sad in a way. Indeed, the streets were nearly empty, except for guards here and there. That was a new development, too. If Phonia rounded up every guard in the city, she could send an army to Lidyn Argi and the Sparci leader wouldn't be able to complain. But, since the sycophants wanted to remain alive, they'd become guards, and Phonia, needing protection from Opinos, was likely keeping them close to her chest, protecting them in turn. These were the cowardly, then, who would rather oppress the people of their own city than go fight and more probably die in Argi's insane war. 
 
    "I'm responsible, at least in part," she said aloud as she walked down the main road, toward the market square. If I hadn't voted to remove homeless people from the southern courtyard, this madness might never have gotten started. Now how many people have been removed to make way for Phonia's new Athessi, properly cozened to Argi's teats. 
 
    The bitter thoughts spurred her forward on faster feet. When she reached the market square, she stopped. Stark, barren streets held little sound or sights. The storefronts remained, as did a few merchants selling wares from carts. The center of the square, however, where once life teemed, was now barren. No, that wasn't true: guards had set up a temporary barracks. They seemed to outnumber merchants and shoppers. 
 
    Even the shoppers were subdued. There was very little arguing going on at the stalls. Elves and orcs paid for goods, tucked them beneath cloaks or into robes and hurried from the square. The contrast from the city she knew and the one before her eyes was tragic. 
 
    "Come peruse Jak's wares," an unusual voice said. "You, red, come have a look at what I have to sell." 
 
    For a moment, Halene was tempted to tell the pushy salesman where to head in. Before she could, the name struck a chord. "Jak?" she said and turned to face the gnome. 
 
    "Aye, that's my name, and wares be my game," the short merchant said. "And you have the look of a friend of a friend I was told to watch for." 
 
    "Do I?" Halene asked. About to say more, her mouth snapped shut as a guard strolled past. When he was gone, she said in a whisper, "And what friend would that be? I didn't know merchants had friends." 
 
    Rather than looking insulted, Jak laid a stubby, calloused finger to the side of his nose. "Aye, but a good customer is like unto a friend; so long as they have coin, they have a deal, too." Then, he winked. "Might you be looking for some personal protection? These uniformed urchins keep the streets safe so long as they tread 'em. Once they round a corner, who knows what happens to a person." 
 
    "It seemed safe enough the way I came," Halene said and jerked her head east. 
 
    "Aye, that's the better part of town," Jak said. "People who aren't rich but go west rarely come back." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Halene's guts tightened at the thought of what the gnome knew. 
 
    "Just what I said, lass," Jak said. "I'm a merchant, I keep to my business, but that doesn't stop me from hearing and seeing. It's tough in this city and there's a bounty for anyone who wants to join the army Phonia's building." 
 
    "All right, I'll bite," Halene said. "Better to have some protection and not need it, eh?" From her purse she withdrew a few coppers. "What can you outfit me with for this? I'm sorry but I have no time to haggle. Hopefully a friend of a friend will accept this." 
 
    The merchant screwed up his face, but the coins disappeared deftly enough. "Aye," he said, "but you'll have to look elsewhere for your wares." Then he winked to show he was putting on a scene. 
 
    "Where shall I go, then?" Halene asked, trying to sound defeated. The gnome gave her specific instructions to wind down a particularly remote street and look beneath a wicker basket. When she did, she found a short sword of iron with leather scabbard and a hard iron shield. Slinging the latter across her back, she strapped the sword around her waist. 
 
    It took her a little while to find the main road again. No one paid her much mind. If anything, the stares the guards gave her were more damning than the elves who might be footpads. Perhaps they didn't like seeing an armed citizen. That was bad news, if true. If the people weren't allowed to defend themselves, who would? Halene had always thought a person's first responsibility was to him or herself. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, at least at first, she reached the more wide open thoroughfares of the lower city. Not as many guards stood on every street corner, but that was mainly because fewer people came and went in the government and religious district of the city. Each building she passed, though, had more than a few guards patrolling the grounds and blocking the entrances. 
 
    I wish I could see Ysander, she thought. But that might raise too many questions for my friend if I'm seen. I hope he's all right. 
 
    The southern courtyard looked different than she'd ever seen it. Little grass remained. Arches and columns and walls replaced much of the natural beauty. The Magistry wasn't quite finished, not if she judged it right, but it was going up pretty fast. Beneath it, Halene guessed, was more complete. 
 
    "What business do you have in the Magistry?" a male elf with a staff asked. He angled the staff to bar her path to the entrance. A guard on the other side touched the hilt of her sword. 
 
    "I request an audience with Syn Crossius," Halene said. "I have information of the utmost importance." 
 
    The guard eyed her suspiciously, as did the mage. "And who requests this audience," the guard said, her hand going tighter around her sword. Clearly, if she didn't like the answer, she would draw it. 
 
    But the mage, after a moment, closed his eyes. Halene felt her scalp and the tips of her ears begin to tingle. Maybe the mage was using some spell to determine who she was. That wasn't good, nor was the fact they didn't want to let her in without some reason. She might tell them of the parchment she carried, but that might get her into more trouble. 
 
    Suddenly, the mage stepped to the side. "Go on in. Syn Crossius is in the undercroft; I'll let him know of your presence." The guard spluttered in protest, but the mage whispered in her ear and she let it go. 
 
    That didn't make Halene feel better, but it did get her inside. Some workmen turned to look at her as she entered, then went back to their business. Unlike most commercial or government buildings, the Magistry was going to have a roof. Halene wondered why only peripherally as she found the steps down to the undercroft. As she went, she wondered how the mage at the entrance would let Crossius know he had a visitor, then shrugged her shoulders. Probably magic, she thought. 
 
    At the bottom of the steps, the door she went through led to corridors left and right. She waited there for a few moments, half expecting someone to come up and lead her to Crossius. When no one did, she went to the right. That led to a common area and kitchens. Mages stared at her and she quickly withdrew, deciding it was the wrong way. 
 
    Back at the main entrance, a mage stood and beckoned. "This way to Syn Crossius," she said. Pretty and petite, she carried a staff taller than she. When they got to a door guarded by Zalla, she said, "Syn Crossius requires privacy." The guards nodded and strode up the corridor. 
 
    If the guards were there to take her away, Halene decided they would get a fight. She would rather die than live in this new world Phonia was creating. Of course, she'd rather get away and be with Astia, but it was what the Goddesses chose, not what she wanted. 
 
    Crossius was taller than she remembered from the Enyx. When she entered the chamber, he waved her to a chair. "Before we begin, Halene, I took the liberty of asking Dyn Ariostal to join us," he said. 
 
    "Why?" she asked, alarm blazing through her. Crossius knew who she was by sight, of course, but he'd spoken her name as though he already knew it was her. Few people outside the Enyx knew her by sight as a member of that group. Had the mage at the main entrance plucked her identity from her mind? 
 
    "Please, relax," Crossius said calmly. "I divined you have something important to divulge. I also took the liberty of examining your thoughts when my mage informed me of your presence. I believe you are innocent of treason; should you provide proof, I shall require Ariostal to refrain from arresting you, I assure you." 
 
    The assurances of a politician amounted to nothing more than words in the wind. Halene knew this, of course, because she was a politician and had to make promises she didn't intend to keep in order to get her way before. However, at this point, she had little choice but to remain and await the Zalla chief. 
 
    "Would you care for some refreshment?" Crossius asked when they were both seated. 
 
    "With respect, sir, I have brought my own," Halene said and made to open the sack she'd brought. At Crossius's nod, she did and drank some water. From the sack, she also withdrew the parchment proving Phonia and Cleander's part in the plot. 
 
    A few minutes later, someone knocked on the door. When Crossius bid them enter, Ariostal and a guard did so, closing the door behind them. 
 
    "What's this?" Halene demanded and leaped from her chair. Of itself, her hand came to rest on the hilt of her short sword. 
 
    "Peace," Ariostal said to her. "I am here at Syn Crossius's bidding to listen." 
 
    Though she relaxed, Halene didn't sit again. Instead, she unrolled the parchment and handed it to Crossius. After explaining the providence of the parchment, she said to Ariostal, "I have no proof of my innocence specifically, but this should be proof enough that Phonia and Cleander seek to send many elves to their deaths as a sacrifice to Tyxia. I stood as an obstacle to that plan." She would let him fill in the blanks, if he cared to. 
 
    "Therefore," he said, nodding, "they would have much to gain by framing you so your Denial would fail in the Enyx." He eyed her with respect. "If it is as you say, perhaps I could be persuaded to temporarily not hold you in custody, pending a thorough investigation of Phonia and Cleander. Even if I find no specific evidence of your innocence, perchance their incarceration will jog their memories to reveal their treachery on your behalf." 
 
    To the guard with him, he said, "Await me outside, if you please." When the guard was gone, he walked over to Crossius, not bothering to keep up his guard against Halene, which gave her a brief sigh of relief. "May I see that parchment, sir," Ariostal said. When he reached out for it, he suddenly froze. His eyes darted around, but every muscle in his body seemed paralyzed. 
 
    Crossius rolled up the parchment, eyeing both Ariostal and Halene somehow. "I'm afraid that will be unnecessary," the head mage said. With a sigh, he went on, "I told Phonia her messengers were vulnerable without my assistance." 
 
    "What do you hope to gain by shunning the Goddesses?" Halene asked. 
 
    "Power," Crossius said, as if answering a stupid question. "Tyxia takes a far more active role in the world than the Goddesses. Phonia is a fool; we both know this. Tyxia will bless her for this sacrifice, surely, but she will bless me far more, for I know the words of the true ritual to bring her forth." 
 
    "You want to summon Tyxia with elf blood?" Halene gasped. "I've heard some stupid ideas before, but this is the dumbest. What will the Sparci do when they discover what you're up to?" 
 
    Crossius shrugged. "Soon, I'll be able to destroy Argi if he interferes. I shall bestow some of this power to my mage minions and we will be unstoppable." The parchment safely in his grasp, he stood and turned his attention to Ariostal. "And now, my friend, you shall do my bidding. Syn Halene is guilty of treason against Phonia and deserves her punishment. Remove her from my sight." 
 
    "You're deceiving Phonia and all of Athessi," Halene said as Ariostal, seemingly in a trance, stuck his head out the door and called for his guards. "Hara sees the truth behind your lies and won't allow you to get away with this." 
 
    "Tyxia will be pleased with one so feisty as you," Crossius said. "Once the ritual is complete, Phonia and the Enyx will be under my control, and Tyxia will share with me secrets of her power. You and your love Astia will be like gnats for me to smash." As if to prove his power, he mumbled something under his breath before Halene could draw her sword. Quickly, her muscles froze and she found herself unable to move. 
 
    It was said the Undergods roamed Tintaigel as immortals. If Crossius did summon Tyxia, would she look like an elf or something different? Halene couldn't help but wonder, even as Ariostal's guards dragged her away. "Do have a fine day, Halene," Crossius said. Would Tyxia share the magic she held as payment for the ritual, or would she turn Crossius - and all of Athessi - into ashes for disturbing her? That was another good question. If Crossius had his way, Halene wouldn't be around to find the answers to either. 
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    "Over here," Olive, the mage called. "Some lovely berries." 
 
    Fruits, vegetables and berries grew wild in this part of the forest. Perhaps not in great numbers, but compared to the barren, rocky west, it was aplenty. Astia followed the mage's voice, a babbling stream in the background. Before she caught sight of Olive, she saw the mist and foam rising from the crash of a short waterfall. Along the bank of this large stream - not wide enough to be called a river - were berry bushes of all different kinds. Summer laid a bounty before the gladiators and hangerson who escaped Athessi with them. 
 
    "Aye," Astia said before stuffing one in her mouth. Sweet juice burst from between her teeth. "Delicious," she added. "I wish Halene were here to get a taste of that," she said, suddenly sullen. 
 
    "She's only been gone a day," Olive said, as if Astia had been joking. When the mage peered out from behind a bush, her expression changed. "Oh," she said in surprise. "Cax was right, after all. Looks like I owe him a copper." The last two sentences sounded as though she was talking to herself. That didn't stop Astia from hearing them. 
 
    "By the Goddesses," she said stonily. "She's not my girlfriend; she's my friend and I'm worried about her. There's been no word from the elves I sent to watch out for her, either." However vehemently she denied a relationship, she couldn't help but feel fondly about the redhead. Her lips had tasted as sweet - sweeter, perhaps - than the berries. Maybe that was love and maybe Halene simply used some tasty concoction to coat her lips. It wasn't unheard of, no matter how ridiculous it sounded in Astia's head. 
 
    As if on cue, a cloud passed between the land and sun. Water fell from the sky, not in a torrent, but a sprinkle. When Astia gazed up into the heavens, dread clouded her vision. The Goddesses were sometimes subtle, sometimes not. Was it a sign or a rain shower? At that thought, a rumbling of thunder, where no lightning had flashed before, turned the inside of Astia's stomach. The shower was over barely before it began and the cloud that blocked the sun vanished without trace. 
 
    "Hara," Astia said breathlessly. "Now I fear me, something's gone amiss." Her voice sounded more confident in that than she might have felt. 
 
    With a leather sack half full of berries, Olive paused. The sound from the back of her throat was wondering. When she set the sack down, it was purposeful. "We may scry, if you would lend me your magic." 
 
    "I know nothing of magic," Astia said. She went about the business of filling her sack with berries but couldn't help feeling Olive's gaze. "I don't; just because I happen to have it, doesn't mean I've ever been trained." 
 
    "I know that." Olive spoke, not to an adult, but like to a child. "But your connection, whatever you call it, to Halene, combined with your natural talent for magic will allow me to scry out her location far better than I would on my own." 
 
    Like any scolded child, Astia felt a moment of rebellious petulance. Just because the mage was right, didn't mean it didn't rankle. However, unlike a child, she got over it quickly. "If you think I can help, then let's do it." 
 
    Unlike before, when the mage cast the calming spell on the Xentaurs, Olive came to stand beside Astia. When her hand reached down, at first Astia didn't understand. Then, Olive shook her own hand, eyeing Astia like a schoolmarm again. Astia's eyes narrowed into slits: a warning to the mage not to push too far. She took the mage's hand in her own and was surprised at the strength of Olive's grip. 
 
    "What's going on, boss?" 
 
    "Join hands with me, Cax," Olive's honey sweet voice said and Astia groaned on the inside. There was another female taken in by his charm and strength. No, she didn't begrudge the giant, especially as she had no interest in the mage, and she'd seen enough of Cax's intentions to know he meant the best, but sometimes it was embarrassing for her gender the way some females threw themselves at him. 
 
    "Uh, boss?" Cax asked Astia. 
 
    But she could only shrug her shoulders. "If Olive thinks you'll help her spell, then do it." 
 
    Once they were all joined, Olive closed her eyes. "Aye," she said, "with Cax's strength, and your connection to Halene, we may find her quickly." 
 
    For the moment, Astia was willing to believe the mage had only intended to gain strength for her spell. She and the giant eyed each other, all the same. Cax seemed amused, as if he understood what was going through Astia's mind. From experience, she knew he wouldn't do anything with Olive, not while he was involved with Gavail, the guard still in Athessi acting as their inside person. 
 
    As before, Olive murmured something that sounded like the Aiken tongue, though Astia recognized almost none of it. A more ancient version of what would become the Aiken tongue, maybe? It was rumored that, before magic truly came to Tintaigel, there were those who claimed to see the future. They left the other cave dwelling Ioen and other forerunners of the Aiken. No one knew what became of them and the only records of their existence were spoken. Maybe they spoke that ancient sounding language and it was passed down to the elves who later developed magic? 
 
    "Close your eyes," Olive said in a dreamy voice. When Astia did, the mage went on, "Together, we will search for Halene." 
 
    In Astia's mind's eye, she saw herself, Olive and Cax, standing side by side. Suddenly, her perspective rose above them, above the forest. It happened so quickly, her stomach lurched and she felt as though she was falling into a deep abyss. 
 
    "What's happening?" Astia said, feeling a scream build beneath her breast. 
 
    "We light upon the wind to catch our lost breath," Olive said. Though her words made little sense, the context did. They were, after all, searching for Halene. 
 
    Looking to her left, Astia saw nothing but endless sky. Beneath her was the great forest, a canopy of green with a trickle of blue - the stream they stood beside - meandering through. To her right, an ethereal spectre of Olive. She saw right through the vision of the mage, and noticed Cax's equally diaphanous image beside it. 
 
    Together, they shook and began moving swiftly along with a stiff breeze from the east. The treetops sped past, making Astia's stomach do that slow lurch again. If this was the view birds saw as they flew, they were welcome to it, so far as she was concerned. In the distance, they spied the tall arches of the eastern gate of Athessi. The land suddenly turned empty and browns replaced the verdant greens beneath them. A few olive trees and some vegetable farms blurred under them. 
 
    "Watch out," Astia said and her arm instinctively came up to protect her head. They nearly flew into the large arch supported by thick columns at the main eastern gate into the city. 
 
    Olive clucked her tongue against her teeth. "Foolish," she said. "We aren't really flying; there's no danger." 
 
    "Says you," Astia said, but she did feel foolish, for the very next second, they leaped above and over the city, hovering there as they'd done over the forest. There, they turned this way, then that, as if unsure where to go next. 
 
    "Think on Halene," Olive urged. "Remember what of her you like; to what do you cling? Place her in your mind's eye so we may find your love." 
 
    "She's not my love," Astia said through gritted teeth, though she was less sure of that than ever before. While she was in this spell, she had less barriers raised to oppose her feelings. 
 
    "If she is your friend, then you love her as that, at least," Olive said and Astia couldn't deny those words, so she didn't even try. 
 
    Astia tried to remember when she'd first met the politician. At Cleander's orgy. They'd spent time together, talking about this and that. It was when Halene first discovered her faith in Artema and likely when she planned to get her the gift of a sacrificial pika. Immediately, the redhead's freckled face appeared in her mind. Pretty, triangular and smooth. 
 
    Quickly, the air beneath their feet began to stir. "Aye," Olive said. "The scry takes hold." In a moment, they dropped almost to the ground to hover just above the tallest building in the city. They faced the government district, or lower Athessi. Once again, they sped off, Astia's ghostly feet stretching out behind her. 
 
    The wide expanse of the Enyx amphitheater seemed to swallow them. Beneath its welcoming facade, the spectral figures descended. Astia had never known the amphitheater to have an undercroft. When she was an up and coming bureaucrat, she never dreamed of seeing the inner workings of the Enyx. Now, she decided she'd been better off. Like the Lidyn's mansion, the amphitheater hid cells and a torture chamber. The government was a darker place than Astia had ever feared. 
 
    "Disturbing," Olive said. "I never knew of such a place," she added, echoing Astia's thoughts. "To think that our leaders value our lives and safety so little," the mage said sadly. 
 
    "They care only for their own power," Cax said and neither elf could disagree with his wise words. 
 
    "We shall wait out here," Olive said, directing Astia's spectre - ghost? - to an iron walled cell. 
 
    Like any good ghost, Astia slipped through the cool walls of iron. There, on a thin bed of filthy straw rested Halene. Tears stung her eyes and the gladiator soon felt the same. In this form, she could hear and feel the inner workings of the redhead. 
 
    "Artema, Hara, please hear my prayer," Halene said in her thoughts. Though it was in her mind, Astia heard the words as if she'd spoken them. "Keep Astia safe; don't let her stumble into this plot. Syn Crossius, as You know, is the mastermind. Ariostal knows not what he does, he being ensorcelled by the unscrupulous Syn." 
 
    The love she felt for Astia burst forth from her body in waves. They knew each other, yes, but Astia hadn't thought it enough, at least until she saw this. What was there to love? Was it important to know everything about the other person? They knew a lot about each other, more than Astia thought she could in half a month, but not everything. How could you know everything about someone else? She certainly hadn't known her previous love was involved in treachery. It was that very lack of knowledge that got her thrown into the arena when her love was killed in a plot to assassinate Argi and free Athessi. 
 
    Before, Astia was sure she couldn't love someone else. What had love gotten her in the first place? Betrayal and almost certain death in the arena. If not for Cax, taking me under his wing, I would have died in short order, she thought. If the giant didn't love her as a friend, then she definitely didn't know what love was. And she felt as much for him as a friend as she thought possible. Until Halene came along. 
 
    "Why did I not step in sooner," Halene's thoughts came like words, as before. "Hara, please forgive me for dooming so many." 
 
    "What?" Astia said, as if the redhead might hear her. 
 
    "I was the one responsible for the homeless losing their place in the southern courtyard," Halene thought bitterly. "I began this mad quest for bodies to sacrifice to Tyxia, that most abominable of the Undergods." 
 
    "What?!" Astia said. A picture of the Enyx formed in her mind. She saw what transpired as Halene relived it. It wasn't her fault, not entirely. The plot was already well hatched. Cleander merely convinced her to go along with it, as he no doubt had other allies to forward it in Halene's refusal. But she didn't refuse, and she'd kept that information from Astia. That hurt worse than the act itself. It seemed Phonia and Cleander had much planned out in advance, so Astia couldn't blame Halene for it. What she could blame the redhead for was not telling her of her part. Was it guilt? Hearing her innermost thoughts, Astia realized it was. That gave a partial excuse. 
 
    "Do you hear this?" Astia called to Olive and Cax. 
 
    "I have learned of Ariostal's discomfit," Olive said. "We should return to ourselves." 
 
    "Give me a moment longer, and privacy," Astia said. 
 
    When she heard - or felt - nothing more from the mage, she stooped low to caress Halene's face. The redhead glanced up and all around, as though startled. Then, for but a brief moment, she brightened. As quickly, her countenance turned dark again. "Astia, please stay away, I beg you," she said in a whisper. This time, Astia realized it was with words, not thoughts. "They are too strong in their plans. I fear for the people of this city, but there are too few of you to make a difference. I wish for you to live." 
 
    Before she could reply, Astia felt herself floating. In a moment, she soared above the buildings again, Olive and Cax to her right. When they returned to their bodies, she dropped Olive's hand as though cursed. "We have to get started quickly," Astia said, a plan already forming in her head. "Do you know exactly what was done to the head of the Zalla?" she asked Olive as they jogged back toward their camp. 
 
    "Aye," Olive said. "I require the aid of the other mages who escaped with us, but if we get close enough, we may break the spell." 
 
    When they got back to camp, Astia called for Lorus and the other xenophons and their top assistants. Before them all, she laid out what was going on and what she expected to do about it. At first, the other leaders seemed ready to protest. The further she got into her ideas, however, the more she found them nodding along. When she was done, they were all convinced. 
 
    "We're behind you, Astia," Lorus said. "If you can lead us to victory, our revenge will be much the sweeter. We'll put down those who forced us into slavery and death. Maybe put them in the arena and watch as they're torn apart by a Minotaur." 
 
    "We don't have to kill them to take revenge," Astia said, but Lorus only scoffed. "So, we are agreed, then?" she asked, pushing forward. When no one said no, she said, "I need a volunteer then to seek out Ysander and ask him to a meeting. We'll need his help in this." 
 
    When the meeting broke up, Astia headed to a secluded spot she liked to go of late to be alone with her thoughts. All the time she and the redhead had spent together warmed her as it hadn't before. Getting a perspective from inside Halene's own head was shocking. It was hard to ever be sure of the intentions of another. That was what faith was all about. Astia realized she'd lost her faith when her love betrayed her and everyone else. She still had her faith in the Goddesses, but mortals were a different story. 
 
    However, once she got into Halene's head, she felt unconditional care and love for her. It was a strange feeling. She thought she'd had that with her love, then betrayal soured that feeling and left her bitter. She had a hard time believing again. 
 
    "Boss?" 
 
    "What is it, Cax?" Astia asked her faithful companion. A second's thought set her to laughing. "You are faithful, aren't you?" she asked. When she saw the confusion on his fleshy features - how could he have known what she'd just been thinking - she said, "Never mind that. What can I do for you?" 
 
    "What are you thinking?" Cax asked doubtfully. He'd known Astia too long. 
 
    "I'm thinking maybe I've been wrong all this time," she said. 
 
    The giant's forehead wrinkled. "About?" he asked. Before she could reply, he said, "You didn't ask about Jak or Gavail. Aren't we going to need their help, too?" 
 
    "Aye." She hadn't forgotten about them at all. "I need you, or an elf we can truly rely on, to go forth and find them." 
 
    Now, the giant nodded along with her thoughts. "I suspect we have a spy amongst us, too," he said. "I know the perfect messenger. What message?" 
 
    "The plan won't be so simple," Astia said and Cax nodded again. "We have to be careful," she said before explaining exactly what she wanted of the giant. 
 
    When she finished, she found Cax deep in thought. "Aye," the giant rumbled. "Clever. Too clever? We'll find out, I reckon." He made as if to leave, but then stopped. "What were you wrong about?" he asked. Yes, he was smarter and wiser than any orc had any business being. 
 
    "Halene," Astia said. 
 
    "Good or bad?" Cax asked. This time, he didn't joke about her and her girlfriend, so he was trying to figure out what was going through Astia's mind. 
 
    "I'm not sure. Yet." Even as the orc went on his way, Astia wasn't sure she told him the truth. If she had the chance to see Halene again, whether in this life or the next, she intended to see how far her feelings went. She'd learned a lot in a short time, about the redhead and perhaps, herself. Some of it, she didn't care for, though Halene's feelings were strong and clear. She wished she had such clarity. The future, and hopefully, the Goddesses, would show her the way. 
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    "What you here for?" the guard asked as Astia tried to enter Athessi through the only gate. The short wall and gate framed by colossal columns and gleaming arch of white stone faced east, the frontier. Yes, there were farms to the east, but also bandits, tribes of orcs and who knew what else. 
 
    "I'm a pilgrim," Astia said. "I was hoping to see the Temple of Hara and Thessa." 
 
    "Awful lot of travelers today," the guard said. Astia traveled alone, as most of her fellows did. A few dozen gladiators were descending on the city. Each had a different mission. If there was indeed a traitor among them, as she suspected, he wouldn't know what all of them were up to. The traitor likely wasn't one of the higher ups, the other xenophons or their closest comrades. That had given her some room to maneuver in her plans. 
 
    "We been told to look out for new visitors," the guard said. "Big shots think some gladiators what run away a couple weeks ago might try to come back." His eyes slithered up Astia's frame. "You look like one of 'em, if I recollect right." 
 
    "I don't know anything about that," Astia said. The way the guard's eyes probed her, she wondered if he was looking only for some gratification. His sniff said he didn't believe her. "Won't you let a poor pilgrim pass?" she asked demurely. "I would be ever so grateful." 
 
    "Who says you ain't here to do harm?" the other guard asked. 
 
    "These gladiators," Astia said. "They wish to sneak into your grand city to do harm?" Both guards nodded. "I have noticed, coming from the north, that you have no walls there. Why would a gladiator wish to come through your gate, then, and risk arrest, when they could easily enter the city where there was no wall or gate?" 
 
    The first guard kicked the second one in the leg. "How grateful would you be if I let you pass?" He had his own agenda that had little to do with protecting Athessi. 
 
    Astia sidled up to him and placed her finger at the tip of his chin, then slid it down the length of his body. "When I return from my pilgrimage, I shall be eager to show you," she said. Before he could reply, she leaned forward so her lips were right at the hole of his ear. "My lips will make you happy you gave me this opportunity," she whispered, then drew away quickly. 
 
    "Pass," the guard said in a strangled voice. The guard beside him rolled his eyes but said nothing. 
 
    Males. They were so easy to manipulate, if you went about it right. In the poorest slums, adobe apartments built practically on top of one another, she waited quietly. Down the cramped, shadowed street came Cax. Some of the gladiators did come through the gate, using the same excuse Astia had, that they'd be foolish to do so. Others, like Cax, who stuck out more used round about routes. 
 
    A couple of likely footpads who'd been watching Astia for a couple of minutes thought better of it when the big tan orc came up to her. "Glad to see you made it, boss," the giant said. 
 
    "Does everyone know their roll?" Astia asked. 
 
    "Even the traitor, if there is one," Cax said. "I have to hand it to you, boss; you came up with an idea. Hope it goes off as you want. Otherwise, a lot of us aren't going to make it out." 
 
    "I know," Astia said. "But we'll come through this all right. And we'll have won Athessi her freedom, to boot." 
 
    "I'd like to give that Cleander the boot, that's for sure," Cax said, then nodded, "but we're wasting time. Ysander will be waiting for us." 
 
    "You're right," Astia said. Together they wound their way through the slums to the market square. Guards stood at every corner and marched around like a pack of rats looking for anyone they could take down. Much like the footpads she'd seen earlier, Astia thought of these guards as nothing more than scum. Of course, they were scum with authority to do as they pleased. And where did that authority come from? The worst scum: Phonia, Cleander, those who thought because they called their doings 'law' they were entitled to force others to their way of thinking. 
 
    None of the merchants plying their wares in the street seemed familiar to Astia. Nowhere did she spy Jak; that made her worry, but only a little. If he'd gotten her message, then he was safely elsewhere. If the guards had gotten him first, or right after receiving her message... She didn't want to think about that. Ariostal wasn't stupid, even enchanted, he was likely to have a good idea, if no proof, that Jak had been responsible for supplying the revolt with weapons. 
 
    When Astia and Cax reached the end of the short road connecting lower Athessi with the market square, the guards seemed to vanish. Maybe it was because the rich thought themselves immune to whatever the peasants wanted with them. Or maybe the guards were keeping the riffraff out of the better part of town. 
 
    Near some government apartments was a small park. The two strode there, barely an elf in sight. "Seems an odd place for a meeting," Cax said. 
 
    "Ysander knows his business," Astia said. "Right out in the open is sometimes the best place for illicit business." 
 
    "Aye, but this is eerie," the giant said. "Not a body in sight, you know ears are all around." That was probably true. It didn't mean they could abandon the plan now, not when Halene and dozens if not hundreds of elves and orcs were in danger. In fact, Athessi itself was in more danger than most suspected. 
 
    "I wonder where they're hiding all the people they've taken off the streets," Astia said. There was no evidence of more people beneath the Enyx amphitheater. 
 
    "I reckon we'll find out before too long. One way or another," Cax said ominously. 
 
    Someone whistled. When they looked to him, he waved them over. "My principle is ready to meet," he said. 
 
    "I thought we were meeting Ysander here," Astia said, her hand falling to the hilt of her short sword. 
 
    The other elf nodded impatiently. "Recent events have forced his hand," he said. "Come forward and I will take you to him." The phrase was odd enough without the ripple in the air Astia felt but couldn't place. 
 
    Since they could do no more than follow the plan, she and Cax both stepped forward. Immediately, the air around them tightened and shrank onto them. That was the best way she could describe the feeling. Trapped, they couldn't move any muscles except their lungs. She was relieved, at least, that they wouldn't suffocate from whatever spell had caught them. 
 
    Another ripple of air brought forth at least a dozen guards. At their head, Ariostal strode confidently. "Ah, Astia, good of you to give yourself up so readily. My master is nearly ready to summon Tyxia. A pity you won't be around to see it, or the aftermath." 
 
    From memory, Astia said a small prayer to Hara. It was difficult to pronounce every word Olive had taught her, but through barely parted lips, she managed. Now, it was in the hands of the Goddesses, and Olive and her fellow mages. 
 
    Ariostal seemed not to notice. His stare, devoid of intelligence, chilled the gladiator. Though she didn't care for the authority he wielded, the elf himself was a formidable person. It was cruel of Crossius to take away his free will. She wondered if the head mage could do that to anyone. If so, why didn't he have an army of ensorcelled sycophants? 
 
    The spell didn't truly freeze them. Instead, it made it impossible for them to move, but others to move them. The guards chained Cax and tied Astia's arms behind her back, removing their weapons in the process. With that done, the spell broke and they could move for themselves again. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Cax asked. No one answered. Instead, the guards took both gladiators by the arms and led them off to the south. When they got to the southern courtyard, Cax said, "To the Magistry, eh? More sorcery, then? Is this Crossius going to take over our minds like he did to your superior?" 
 
    "Quiet you," one of the guards said and tried to shove Cax. His arm bent, but he only managed to throw himself backwards, not Cax forward. 
 
    "It's true," Astia said, following her friend. "Ariostal has been ensorcelled by Crossius. Haven't you seen the way he stares blankly? That's not like him." 
 
    "That's true," one of the guards said, but another overrode him. 
 
    "So what if it is?" the second guard said. "We have our orders; it's not up to us to question them." That proved he was a mercenary: only interested in getting paid for whatever horrors he unleashed on others. 
 
    The undercroft of the Magistry was dark and seemed to only have two corridors. They went to the right. When they passed through another door, they descended a spiral staircase to a dank cave lit by torches. The guards marched them past rows of cells. To herself, Astia nodded and whispered that little prayer to Hara that Olive had taught her again. In each cell were at least half a dozen people. The gladiator recognized more than a few of them. Cyfix and Opino preachers, who had tried to have their voices heard, but ran afoul of those with power. 
 
    Some of them recognized Astia and Cax, too. They grabbed at the bars of their cells and called out for help or food or water or blankets. How cold did it get down here? A chill in the air was already making her shiver. 
 
    "How long have they been down here without food?" she asked. No one said anything. 
 
    At the end of the row of cells stood a tall, dignified elf carrying a staff. "Tyxia will no doubt appreciate the sacrifice of such a fine, hated enemy," he said. With a bow, he added, "Forgive my impertinence; I am Crossius." With a quick glance at Cax, he said to the guards, "Put the barbarian in a cell all his own and don't take off the chains; he might have the strength to rip the bars from the ground and help his companions escape." 
 
    "At your service, sir," Cax said and demonstrated by kicking the cell door hard enough to knock it off its hinges. 
 
    "Amusing," Crossius said. To the guards, he said, "Chain him to the iron walls. Keep the chains tight, so he may not tug at them." It took a dozen of them to do as they were told. Cax wasn't even resisting, not really. He kept lifting them up by the chains around his arms every time they were nearly finished binding him. 
 
    "Now for you." Crossius turned his attention back to Astia. "I'm going to do you a favor," he said and pointed to a cell. "I had a friend of yours moved here, so you may say your good-byes." This cell had no bars, but was solid iron with a thick door. There was a small door within the door, presumably for food and drink to be slipped inside. 
 
    "Good-byes?" Astia said. "What's to become of us?" 
 
    "Don't insult my intelligence, Astia," Crossius said. "I know you're aware of my plans." 
 
    "I thought Phonia was going to sacrifice gladiators to Tyxia who don't want to fight for Sparci?" Astia said, now genuinely confused. 
 
    "He's going to kill a lot more than that, all for his own gain." That voice was very familiar. One of the guards opened the door and Halene stood there, looking tired and beaten. "Let her go, Crossius; you have me and the rest of the people you need." 
 
    "You seek a bargain where you have nothing to bargain with," Crossius said. "I assure you I have no interest in harming anyone more than I need. Astia here wanted to lead a rebellion against Phonia and so must die. As you will." 
 
    Suddenly, Astia had the feeling there was more to the story. "But you don't care a fig for Phonia, do you?" she asked. 
 
    One of the mage's bushy eyebrows rose. He glanced to Halene, then back to Astia; his measuring gaze was wise. "She is our leader," he said slyly. "I owe my allegiance to her; what makes you think otherwise?" 
 
    "You expect Tyxia to bless you and give you immense power." It wasn't a question. When he didn't deny it, her eyes sprung open widely. "You're insane. Tyxia will smite you." His grin was amused and she knew there was even more to it. "You want to summon her in the flesh." Now, her voice trailed away. It was said the Undergods used magic similar to mortals, but because of their antiquity, it was far more powerful, but mundane. 
 
    "Tyxia will bless anyone who presents her with a satisfactory sacrifice," Crossius said. "I intend to give her many elves and orcs, so she may raise me to her side." Then he nodded to the guards. "Don't untie her; throw her in and let's take the rest of these sacrifices to the site." 
 
    When they tossed Astia into the cell and the door clanged shut, darkness enveloped her. Neither she nor Halene said a word for the twenty minutes or so it took the sounds of chains jangling to die down. The Opinos and Cyfix in the cells went quietly; they didn't have much choice, being chained like Cax. 
 
    At last a chilling silence pervaded. Into it, Halene said, "I'd hoped you would have left me here." Her hands groped Astia, not in lust, but sought the ropes behind. Quickly, she undid Astia's bindings. 
 
    "Why would I leave you?" the gladiator asked. Though she couldn't see Halene, she knew the other elf was close. "I think-" 
 
    "Shhh," Halene said. Though the cell was filled with inky blackness, Astia could hear the sadness in her voice. "I know you feel nothing for me but friendship. I've accepted that. But I had hoped you would live. Now, we'll die together, as friends." 
 
    Rather than reply with words, Astia searched for her hand. When she touched it, she brought it up to her lips. She kissed the back and front of Halene's hand, then drew the redhead toward her. Halene's hands went to Astia's hips, but stayed there, even as Astia's arms circled the redhead. 
 
    "Do you toy with me now?" the politician asked. 
 
    Lips close to Halene's ear, Astia whispered, "No, my love. I'll not lie; I was afraid before. But now, questions remain, but we can answer them together." The lobe of Halene's ear was heating when Astia brushed her lips against it. Now the redhead's arms slid around Astia's body and hugged her tightly. 
 
    At last their lips met. Astia eagerly drank in her love's taste. It wasn't fond remembrance: Halene did taste sweeter than berries. With a sigh, the redhead's lips parted and Astia seized the opportunity. Warm, wet tongues touched and intertwined. Astia felt a twinge below her belly. As Halene's hands slid down her hips to her thighs, then back up, caressing her sides, their tongues continued to mingle, softly, slowly. 
 
    As quickly as it began, the embrace ended. Hands slid across arms until they joined together as their bodies split apart. Halene exhaled and took in a sharp breath. "I've been waiting for that; it was everything I've dreamed." 
 
    "I should never have denied it," Astia said. 
 
    "What convinced you?" the redhead asked, curiosity replacing breathless lust. 
 
    Astia's mouth opened to tell her about the spell that scried out her location. Just as fast, it snapped shut. Now that she was the one with a secret she wasn't proud of, the gladiator at last understood why Halene had kept quiet about voting to remove the people from the courtyard. It was difficult to admit to something that shamed you. Although she'd needed the spell to find out what had happened to the redhead, Astia hadn't needed to probe so deeply into Halene's personal business. 
 
    "Did it have something to do with yesterday?" Halene asked quietly. 
 
    "What?" Her question stole Astia from her guilty thoughts. 
 
    "I had a feeling I wasn't alone in my cell under the Enyx," Halene said. "It was weird, but it was like you were there, if only for a few seconds. Was that when you decided you loved me?" If she knew what Astia had learned, she gave not a hint. 
 
    "Aye," the gladiator said. Then, screwing her courage, she added, "I needed to find you; I didn't need to find that you feel responsible for the poor being rounded up by this lunatic Crossius. I'm sorry I invaded your thoughts as much as I did." She waited in silence, wondering if now she would be the one who pined for unrequited love. 
 
    Instead of condemning her, Halene shrugged her shoulders. The movement was palpably felt, even if not seen. "I guess I shouldn't complain about an invasion of privacy, not since it brought you to me. Of course, we're going to be sacrificed to the Undergoddess of Hatred tomorrow, so what does any of it matter?" 
 
    Astia's laugh must have left Halene indignant, for she said, "I'm glad you find such humor in our deaths." 
 
    "Cax?" Astia called out of the cell. 
 
    "No one's here, at least not in my sight," the giant answered. 
 
    "Do you think we were convincing?" Astia asked. Beside her, she could feel Halene's confusion. 
 
    "Aye," the giant said. "How long do you think we'll have to wait." 
 
    "Tomorrow." Astia didn't know how she knew the answer, but Olive had found a way to impart it from however far away she was. "I do know that Olive isn't the traitor." 
 
    "That's good," Cax said. "Really good." 
 
    Astia's laugh reverberated off the iron walls of her cage. "Oh, like you wouldn't be able to rip those chains apart whenever you choose. This will be your last night in bondage, my friend." 
 
    "I hope so," Cax said. 
 
    When Astia had filled Halene in on part of the plan, the redhead hugged her, hard. "I'm going to squeeze the stuffing out of you, but not here," she said. "One of these days, I'm going to get my claws into you, and you won't be able to get away." 
 
    "I hope so," Astia said with a grin. The next day would bring some excitement. Outside, her followers were doing their jobs. Again, she didn't know how she knew it, or, more accurately, she wasn't sure how Olive was directing the knowledge to her head, but the mage was good at it. 
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    At dawn, Halene was awakened by several guards dressed in fine blood red robes. "What's this?" she said around a yawn. For a moment, she was content to forget her captivity and imminent doom. 
 
    "Get up," one of the guards said and kicked her to show he meant it. "Time to give your blood to Tyxia." 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Halene watched Astia tense as the others grabbed her roughly and hauled her to her feet. With a glance, she convinced the tough gladiator to relax. It was heartwarming to know Astia cared now. In a way, it didn't even bother her they were going to their deaths. With luck and blessings, the Goddesses would protect their souls from Tyxia and allow them to exist together in death as they couldn't in life. 
 
    "You do understand the grave mistake your master is making by calling on that wretched Undergoddess," Halene said as they led the two elves, and dragged Cax by his chains, from the cells. 
 
    "I know it's none of my business," the guard said. "Any deal is between the Undergoddess of Hatred and Crossius." This, more than anything, proved his naivety. 
 
    "Ask one of the Octios or one of the other mages what Tyxia has been said to do with those who dare summon her," Halene said. Her shiver had nothing to do with the temperature in the chilly undercroft. 
 
    "Move it, or I'll gut you right here," the guard said and his hand dropped to the hilt of his short sword. Halene got moving. Let the survivors discover for themselves the wrath of a summoned Undergod. If Tyxia chose to come to Athessi, that was different. Summoned against her will, she would lay waste to the entire city. Or, as likely, not. It was difficult if not impossible to understand the whims of a god. 
 
    At the end of the long row of cells sat a nearly empty room. Elaborately dressed elves stood before three vats of something Halene couldn't quite make out yet. When the guards shoved her towards one, she reluctantly went. The elf who stretched out her hand was cute and young. Her touch was soft as she stripped Halene of the ragged robe she'd worn since leaving Athessi to live in the wilderness with the escaped gladiators and Astia. 
 
    "Who are you and what are you doing?" Astia asked. The guards stood by but did nothing. Maybe they were waiting for the attendants to finish. 
 
    "We are priests and priestesses of Tyxia," the elf dressing Halene said. 
 
    "What we are doing is preparing you as Tyxia's eternal sacrifice," the priest dressing Cax said. He had to stand on a chair and then on tiptoes to be able to reach the giant's shoulders. He slipped a fine silken robe on the big orc who stood there placidly, eyeing the guards. 
 
    Eternal sacrifice. It had a terrible ring to it. Halene had heard of priests to the Undergods before, of course, but usually they lived out in the wilderness. Most sensible people wouldn't want heretics around them. The Three and One had been known to rain lightning bolts down on altars to the Undergods before. 
 
    "What's in those vats?" Astia asked. Despite their dire situation, she didn't sound the least bit nervous. Halene wished she had her love's strength in the face of disaster. Surely, with her plan to rescue Halene failed, there was nothing left but the death Crossius and Phonia wanted for them. Was there? By Astia's calm, Halene was anything but sure. 
 
    "You shall soon see," the priestess dressing the gladiator said. "Please, sit." With a clap of her hands, orc slaves came in carrying trays with goblets and pitchers on them. The mark of the slave - a pictographic symbol which had served as the Ioen symbol of lordship before written language and civilization appeared - was branded into their foreheads. Even criminals forced to compete in the arena hadn't been degraded enough to become slaves. 
 
    "Drink, please," the priestess now standing before Astia said. When she saw the dubious look in Halene's eye, she chuckled. "We would not dream of poisoning you; that would rob Tyxia of her sacrifice. This is the finest goat's milk in the land." 
 
    It was all part of the offering. Only when she saw Astia and Cax take goblets in hand and drink did Halene follow suit. At once, the priestess before her got down to her knees and began to chant. With little seeming conscious thought, she pulled the vat to her, popped off the lid and stuck her hands inside. When they came out, they dripped with sticky honey. The priestess began rubbing the honey on every exposed piece of skin she could find on Halene's body. 
 
    Now that she knew what was there, Halene realized it, too, was part of the offering. When swarms of flies descended on their corpses, Tyxia, too, would feast on the sacrifice. At least, in spirit. Halene had never been sure if the rumors she'd heard of the Undergoddess manifesting in the flesh were true or exaggerated. Since it didn't matter to her - she'd be dead by then anyway - she tried not to think about it. Instead, she began silently praying to Artema and Hara. Maybe, the Goddesses would take pity on them and spare their souls from being devoured by the Undergoddess. 
 
    At last, the priest and priestesses finished their sticky work. The lead priestess, before Astia, nodded to the guards. "Our work is done," she said. "Take them to the prepared place." 
 
    They emerged from the undercroft and the guards led them in the direction of the arena on the poor side of town. Halene had to shield her eyes from the sun. Though she hadn't been underground for long, the sun seemed brighter than it ever had before. And in truth, it might have been. As she said her prayers to Hara, the Goddess of the Sun and Sky might have been watching. If the sun was truly brighter than it was, Hara might bless them after all. She kept up her prayers in that hope. 
 
    No one stood on the streets to mock them or throw rotten fruit - or worse - at the procession of the condemned. That bothered Halene more than it should have. How many people are prisoners now? she thought. How many will be given in sacrifice to the Undergods? Are the rest of the citizens too afraid to come and enjoy the spectacle? 
 
    They wound through the dirt streets of the poorest section of Athessi. Occasionally, a peasant would fling something offensive from their window. Not at the procession, possibly, but simply because they didn't want it stinking up their own tiny apartment. One of the guards was nearly hit by a foul smelling pile that splashed on the street. The guards didn't storm into the person's home to take them away, but the guard nearly hit swore as foully as the muck smelled. 
 
    As they neared the arena, Halene heard a rumble. The people, rather than afraid, cowering in their homes, were mostly there. "Come to see the spectacle," she said sourly. 
 
    "Aye, but what spectacle?" Astia said. She turned her head and shoulders back so she could wink at Halene. The sparkle in the gladiator's eye gave her another twinge of hope. What was going on beneath that beautiful, sandy haired scalp? 
 
    The arena buzzed with hundreds, if not thousands of people. The guards led them down to the fighting area and shoved them past a gate. They didn't unchain Cax, which Halene took as a bad sign. Then, the heavy portcullis slammed down on them. Astia walked forward, followed closely by the giant. Halene took up the rear, wondering what could possibly await them. 
 
    Quickly, a mighty roar came from the people. It was cut short, however, from the cordoned off section reserved for the politicians and bureaucrats of Athessi. Phonia, flanked by Crossius and Cleander, stepped out onto a specially built platform, not too much higher than the fighting floor. 
 
    "I thought we were supposed to be sacrificed to Tyxia with all the others?" Astia said. 
 
    "Oh, you will be sacrificed," Phonia said. "But the Undergoddess is fickle; she must have warning of her summoning, or she might take revenge on those who summon her. Yours shall be the souls on which she feasts before coming to hear my bidding and the bidding of Argi, of course." 
 
    "They're one and the same, and you shall be damned in the eyes of Artema for it," Astia said. 
 
    "Talk is cheap," Crossius said. "Look you to your surroundings, gladiator." 
 
    Before they could, a familiar voice said, "Hail, Astia, Halene." 
 
    Whirling, Halene watched Ysander walk toward them. "Not you, too?" she asked. There had still been a slight hope the politician might rally others to declare Phonia a traitor to Athessi and stop this madness. 
 
    "Naturally," Ysander said. "I would be remiss if I didn't enjoy the fruits of our labor with you, wouldn't I?" 
 
    For the first time, when she turned back to Phonia, Halene saw Dyn Ariostal of the Zalla there as well. With all the powers of Athessi either on the arena floor or up in that safe area, there was no one left to come to the aid of the condemned. "What did you have in mind for our demise?" Halene shouted up to the leaders of the soon to be cursed city. 
 
    "I suppose it would be acceptable to tell you first," Crossius said. He pointed to the entrance of the fighting pit. "Nine Minotaurs, as were said to accompany Tyxia when she helped Lord Livion in his battle with the Goddesses, await. They have been told of your slaying one of their kind, Astia. As I understand it, they fight among themselves, but are quick to revenge a fallen comrade. I am given to understand they ferociously wait for their chance to slay you." 
 
    "What have we done that is so terrible?" Halene addressed the crowd more than Phonia and Crossius. If she could stir them up, maybe a riot would end the sacrifice. "We have attempted to stop this madness. Calling forth Tyxia will doom Athessi to ruin. You all must know this; no Undergod shall take kindly to a summoning. Rise up, people of Athessi and cast down this madness before it's too late." 
 
    A murmur went through the crowd. Into it, Phonia said, "People, hear me. What we do is for you. If Tyxia blesses Athessi and Sparci, she might raise an army of Minotaurs in place of you. You might rest safely in your beds and not have to fight the Ioen. It is for your safety and comfort do we consort with the Undergoddess." That murmur died quickly. 
 
    "Don't waste your time," Astia said. "The people are content with what they have. If they stand up for themselves, they fear their betters will take away their bread and circuses. If they lie down like beaten dogs, they have their miserable lives to keep them company." 
 
    "Do you have anything more to say before the offering begins?" Phonia said, her tone saying she hoped they didn't. 
 
    "People of Athessi," Halene said. "Please look after one another in these dangerous times. Do not let Phonia and Cleander divide you; what they can do to one among you, they will do to all. You all stand as obstacles to their power; know this and look out for one another. This, I beg of you." 
 
    Someone in the crowd yelled, "Get on with it; I came to see blood!" This stirred the rest of the people into a new frenzy, calling for the sacrifice to begin. 
 
    "You see," Astia said. "They let their hatred for their own people out through the voice of one hothead. That way, they can feel better about themselves, since they didn't directly call for our deaths." But the gladiator stepped forward. "I have one thing to say before the portcullis opens and we die a valiant death." The roar of the crowd was deafening. When it died enough, Astia glanced toward Phonia and the others, though Halene wasn't sure which one she glared at. "Exio," was all she said; in the older, Sparci tongue, it meant release. 
 
    At first, Halene had no idea what she meant by it. Then, she watched the blank expression on Ariostal's face. His features screwed up and he shook his head violently. The portcullis squeaked as it began to open. Someone flew past Halene in a blur. She was intent on watching Ariostal; he seemed to be waking from a trance. The noise in the arena threatened to split Halene's head. She watched Ariostal's mouth open and close. Guards rushed forward, along with several mages, one of whom looked an awful lot like... 
 
    "Olive?" Halene said. Then, she turned to Astia. Gavail, the guard loyal to the escaped gladiators was using a key to remove Cax's chains. 
 
    With a crash, the portcullis slammed shut. A chorus of beastly howls came from within. When Halene turned back to the raised platform, Phonia, Crossius and Cleander had their arms confined behind their backs and Crossius' staff was in the hands of Olive. "What is going on here, Astia?" she demanded, almost angry at her own savior. 
 
    Perhaps seeing the anger flare behind her eyes, Astia chuckled. "When Cax and I came back to the city, I was using a chant Olive taught me to influence Ariostal while still under Crossius's spell. Olive and Gavail knew of people who didn't want an Undergod called upon, so they were our inside agents." 
 
    "Once influenced, I searched for evidence of Phonia and Crossius's guilt," Ariostal said. "Though I believed you guilty, Halene, I was grateful for something more productive to do. When Astia spoke that one word today, it fully broke the spell." To Phonia, he continued, "What I found was quite disturbing, Lidyn. You intended to betray your own people, sending all those who wished Athessi to be free of Sparci to their deaths in this sacrifice." 
 
    Then, the head of the Zalla turned to Crossius, though he still spoke to Phonia. "Did you know, Lidyn, that this fellow was planning to betray you in turn? He would have summoned Tyxia for his own benefit. Since he is a mage and is secretly the head priest to Tyxia, he had the power to pull it off, too, had Astia not intervened as she did." 
 
    "Then I am wronged as well," Phonia said, hope flashing before her eyes. "It would be loyalty to free me, Ariostal and we may return to things the way they were." 
 
    The Zalla chief laughed out loud. "As the senior member of the Enyx not currently under arrest, I turn over the power to you, Halene." He bowed to her. 
 
    "That role should fall on Ysander," Halene said, turning to her friend. "You've been in the Enyx longer than I." 
 
    But he shook his head. "I have, yes, but you are the one who made this all possible. It is up to you to decide how to proceed. I have some ideas, but the decision is yours." 
 
    "Let's get out of here, first," Halene said and suited action to words. There was an auxiliary entrance they could use while the handlers did whatever they did to oust the enraged Minotaurs. 
 
    As the crowd dispersed, unhappy they wouldn't see a spectacle today, Halene and her friends came up into the seating area. Others from the Enyx were also there, the ones Ariostal wasn't leading away. "What do we do now, Lidyn Halene?" one of them said. 
 
    "Don't call me that for starters," Halene said, not quite angrily. "The people must decide on such things, not you or any of us." 
 
    "There must be new elections to fill vacant seats," Ysander said. But he was too pragmatic to let it go there. "Of course, we have other, more pressing concerns." 
 
    "You mean the fact that a Sparci army waits to the southwest?" Astia said. "Now that their sacrifices won't be made, they will figure out something's gone wrong soon enough." 
 
    "And then we had better be ready to fight," Cax said. 
 
    Everyone looked to Halene. Since they were going to put it in her hands, she decided she wouldn't waste time. "Then I declare Astia Champion of Athessi and General of our own army. The guards, so many of them as Ariostal can spare, and the gladiators, if they are willing, are your army. Before we can decide in what direction our city must go, we need to defuse the threat of Sparci first. General Klonus is a clever man; he will understand what is going on quickly." 
 
    "Well, Cax," Astia said. "Do you think you can convince the rest of the gladiators to follow me? And what of the Opinos who wanted to fight for Athessi's freedom? We could bring them into the army, too." 
 
    "Why you telling me, boss?" the giant said. "They likely won't want an orc having any authority in this army." 
 
    "You're a big dope," Astia said. Some of the Enyx members flinched and glanced warily at the orc, as though he might fly into a blood rage at being insulted. 
 
    Halene and Astia laughed at their foolishness. "I think making Cax the official second in command of this army would change their minds," Halene said. The others eagerly agreed. 
 
    "Gavail," Cax called to his lady love. "Since I'm now the boss's right hand, that makes you mine; see if the Opinos are willing to join this army, would you?" The guard turned soldier nodded and hurried away. 
 
    "We'll chase those sons of whores back to Sparci," Astia said. This seemed to satisfy the Enyx members, at least a little. 
 
    "We should go consider what kind of edict to issue in advance of the battle," Ysander said to the remaining members. "I'm sure you wish to get all that honey off you, first, Halene, but by then, we will have officially voted for you to become temporary Lidyn, so perhaps you should get used to the title." 
 
    Halene couldn't help but feel a blush come up to her cheeks. "I'll get you for this, Ysander," she said half good-naturedly. "But yes, I want to get this sticky stuff off me, first." 
 
    "Let's go to the baths together," Astia said and Halene gladly went. 
 
    Instead of taking her to the baths, Astia led her down into the undercroft of the arena. "Where are we going?" Halene wondered aloud. 
 
    "The honey will do a better job of cleansing us than anything," Astia said. "I have something in mind for you." 
 
    Before she could think of a good protest, they were at Astia's tiny quarters deep beneath the arena. The gladiator turned general closed the door and locked it behind her. Then, she sprang forward, grasping the fancy robes on Halene's shoulders. Quickly, her lips pressed against hers and she felt those robes sliding from her. When her lips parted, Astia's tongue slid into her mouth. 
 
    Naked, Halene reached to pull off Astia's robes as well. Soon, her arms and hands slid across smooth, sticky skin. Astia broke the liplock, lowering her head to Halene's shoulders. With nimble tongue, she began licking the honey from Halene's body. The sensation was intoxicating. In turn, she lifted one of Astia's calloused hands to her mouth. Two fingers slid between her lips. The honey was sweet. 
 
    When Astia's tongue tickled one of Halene's sticky nipples, she jerked. "This is so wonderful," she said, "We should be sacrifices every day." 
 
    "Maybe we will," Astia murmured before her lips closed in around Halene's nipple. 
 
    "I'm so lucky to have you," Halene said in a whisper. Her skin was aflame and her hands slid across the general's finely sculpted body. 
 
    Then it was her turn. With care, she lowered her head and began to drink in the sweet nectar on Astia's chest. For only a moment did she wonder if all the sweets would make her sick. That might come later, but she wanted Astia to come first. Her hands slid across the taut flesh of her lover as her lips and tongue tasted and teased the goose pimples that sprang up across her skin. 
 
    A nipple thrust forward. Hungrily, she sucked it into her mouth, nibbled gently. Astia threw her head back and pulled Halene closer, her gasp coming out more as a moan. Both hands slid up to cup those small, firm breasts. Her tongue glided between them, lapping up all the sticky honey they could. With her forefinger, she teased Astia's right nipple as her tongue did the same on the left. 
 
    Then she trailed sticky kisses down toward Astia's navel, pausing every so often to gaze longingly up into her lover's eyes. Suddenly, Astia shoved her away and the former gladiator spun her around. Astia's tongue and hands slid up and down and across Halene's back, consuming honey as she went. Her hands slid down to her waist and over her thighs, then up to her breasts. Her senses overwhelmed, Halene let out a loud moan. 
 
    Before the sound died on her lips, it turned into an animal growl of excitement. Astia's lips reached her buttocks. Slapping her ass, she stuck her tongue between the cheeks. Halene reached around and grabbed the back of Astia's head and leaned forward. The sandy haired beauty licked from the top down, paused near the sphincter and her lips made a fantastic suction on the soft flesh. Then, Astia's right hand slid around the front. Halene's hips rocked of their own accord when Astia's fingers began lightly tickling her labia. Halene leaned further forward and cried out when Astia's tongue slipped between the moist lips. 
 
    Astia's hands came to massage and smack Halene's cheeks and she buried her face farther beneath. Pleasure coursed through her, making her legs weak and shake with each erotic kiss. Astia's forefinger gently rubbed her clitoris as her tongue worked and her lips brushed her inner thigh. 
 
    When a rush of intensity washed over her and her legs nearly buckled beneath her, she took in a deep breath and grabbed her lover. With all her strength, she tossed Astia to the short bed and pounced on her. Still dripping with honey, Halene took great delight in licking all around the sweet spot. When her tongue finally delved beneath her lover's labia, the sweet taste of honey mixed with another, sharper flavor. 
 
    At last, Halene came up for air. She lay beside a panting, sweating Astia. They both caught their breath but slowly, it having outdone them in waves of pleasure, one following closely on the heels of another. "We should have done that sooner," Halene said breathlessly. 
 
    "It wouldn't have been as good," Astia said. Her eyes were distant, sleepy. So were her own, she judged. They hadn't gotten much sleep in the cell the night before. "Imminent death has a way of putting things into perspective, doesn't it?" 
 
    Halene giggled, but jabbed the former gladiator in the ribs. "But you knew your plan was in the works." 
 
    "That didn't mean it was going to succeed," Astia said. That sobered Halene. She jabbed Astia in the ribs again, harder this time. 
 
    "Bitch," she said. "You left me in the dark." 
 
    Now it was Astia's turn to giggle. "I am your servant, Lidyn," she said sweetly. The string of curses Halene launched should have made the most hardened individual blush. Then, they both erupted in laughter. They lay beside each other for some little while, dozing and kissing and sometimes kissing while the other dozed. The time to fight would come soon enough, so they needed what rest they could get. 
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    "With authority of the people, we name you, Ariostal, Syn," Halene said in formal tones. Two days prior, the people chose to allow the Enyx emergency powers, so they might act to drive the Sparci army away from Athessi. "Please take your place with us in the Enyx," Halene said. "Blessed are the Three and One, who allow Athessi to thrive and grow. We, who are beneath You, praise Your names and ask You to bless us this day." 
 
    "Let it be so," the entire Enyx said, including Astia. After joining their bodies three days before, the two had little time for each other. 
 
    General Klonus didn't waste time realizing something was afoot. The Sparci army had moved west, skirting Athessi so they might link up with a second, smaller army. Athessi had no army; a few professional soldiers to chase away bandits when the Sparci were otherwise occupied, but that was all. Those professional soldiers, too, were away to the southwest, with the Sparci army, when Astia sprang her trap for Phonia and Crossius. The Goddesses only knew if they'd been killed by General Klonus or if they swore they would serve him. 
 
    It was Astia's onerous task to build an army from the braver guards, gladiators and mages. Through Cax, she sent word to orcs from all over the countryside. A few dozen came to serve, more than she'd expected. Perhaps they would fight for Thessa, the orc maiden who, legend said, founded Athessi. Whatever their reasoning, Astia wouldn't turn away the fierce warriors. 
 
    Through Halene, Astia put out the word to slaves: serve in the army, win freedom for yourselves and your families. That wouldn't make a lot of owners too happy, but that wasn't her lookout. The Enyx would deal with disgruntled slave owners, but only if Athessi won its freedom. 
 
    "And step forward, Astia," Halene said, trying, but failing, to hide a great smile. 
 
    "This wasn't what I was called here for," Astia said as her eyes narrowed and she looked around suspiciously. Ysander wore a mask much better than Halene. Maybe his implacability was because he hadn't made love to Astia three days prior. 
 
    "This ceremony should not be complete without honoring the one who made it possible," Ariostal said and beckoned Astia forward. 
 
    When she moved to stand next to Halene, a couple of servants stepped forward and placed a wreath made from the olive tree upon her head. "What goes?" Astia said and made as if to take off the wreath. 
 
    "Don't worry, my love," Halene said, "we're not making you queen." She giggled to say she might wish it were so, but it wasn't. In a louder voice, she addressed all present. "With authority from the people, we here name Astia, Dyn and Protector of Athessi, she who is already general. Praise be to the Three and One." 
 
    "Let it be so," everyone in attendance said, including Astia. 
 
    Now that the formalities were over, the remaining members of the Enyx took their seats. The Corder, who'd obstinately supported Halene's Rite of Denial had been taken as a prisoner by Phonia when Astia's gladiator revolt swept her and Halene from Athessi. Since his life had been spared, and it was clear by his actions that he didn't support Phonia, he was back in his position. 
 
    He banged a gavel on the table behind which he sat. "I call for any new business to be brought forth," the Corder said. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Halene stepped forward. The Corder bowed his head to her. "I haven't seen much of you the past couple of days, General," she said to Astia. "What have you devised to meet the Sparci army?" 
 
    It was Astia's turn to rise from her seat. "As you know, I was tasked with forming an army as best I could. To that end, I have recruited who I thought worthy from the Zalla guards and mages." Ariostal bristled under the comment. When she turned to him, she nodded brusquely. "I did not intent offense, Syn Ariostal," she said. "Many people joined the guard in the days after you were ensorcelled, so they might find an easier job of oppressing the citizens, rather than fight the Ioen at the bidding of the Sparci. Most of those people I declined to consider, as I think of them as cowards." 
 
    The newly selected Syn wrinkled his nose. "You speak well, Dyn Astia, and make a fine point. I take no offense at your statement." 
 
    Astia bowed as a male might have done to him. "Also," she said, returning to business, "as many here will know, I have recruited fierce orc warriors from the wilds to the east and north of Athessi." 
 
    "Orcs," Ariostal said, turning the word into a curse. "And how will you ensure their loyalty? By promising them much, I fear." 
 
    "I will vouch for the loyalty of every orc who has joined." The rumbling voice of Cax rang down from the higher rows of the Enyx amphitheater. The giant came down the steps, two at a time, to stand beside Astia. 
 
    "Most of you know my Lieutenant, Cax," Astia said. Ysander nodded, not in understanding, but directly to the giant, who bowed in return. "What news, Cax?" she asked. Maybe because he was smart, Ariostal said no more about the loyalty of the orcs, perhaps so he didn't have to question Cax's loyalty. 
 
    "A few dozen slaves have taken up the call to arms, boss - uh, I mean, General," Cax said. 
 
    "Is that all?" Astia asked, wondering about the strength of their army in the face of hardened warriors from Sparci. 
 
    "Afraid so, boss," Cax said quietly. "Lots of mages, though, some who can fight with the sword, too." 
 
    Turning back to the Enyx, Astia said, "Do any of you know if the Sparci have many mages in their army?" A plan was forming, but it might come to naught if she received an unfavorable answer. 
 
    "The Sparci do not trust mages," Ysander said. "Witness former Syn Crossius and his edict from Argi and the Eryx to create a Magistry and force all mages to register themselves and be watched by their fellows." 
 
    "Aye, the Octios of the arena watched me closely, and I can work not one simple spell," Astia said. 
 
    Nodding, Ysander said, "Yes, so I would find it very doubtful their soldiers would wish to serve beside mages." Another Enyx member whose name escaped Astia, confirmed that the Sparci army employed almost no mages. 
 
    "You have a plan, then?" Halene asked urgently. 
 
    "I do," Astia said. "I should see to my army, though." 
 
    "Please, before you go, tell us of this plan," Halene said. 
 
    From one face to the next, Astia looked over the Enyx. If there was a traitor still among them, General Klonus would soon know the plan. "I will tell you, Lidyn Halene, in private, later," Astia said. "For the moment, I would prefer to allow the plan to turn over and over in my mind so I might see it from all angles." That was a more diplomatic answer than, "I don't trust some of you not to run your mouths to the enemy." If Halene chose to tell the Enyx of the plan, that was her business. 
 
    "Then we release you from this session, General Astia," Halene said genially. 
 
    "Released or not, I didn't intend to tell them anything," Astia told Cax as they left the amphitheater. When she explained her reservations, Cax nodded. "What's our total compliment?" she asked as they headed out into the open space in the midst of the government district. Classically, it had been used as a training ground for Sparci troops. Now it was used for training again, but for a new army. 
 
    "About fifteen hundred, boss," the giant said. "In numbers, we have more than the Sparci," he added, sounding reticent, and for good reason. 
 
    "But in training, the Sparci can slaughter us." Astia said what Cax wouldn't. The giant nodded. "We should put our strongest troops in the center," she said before explaining her reasoning. When she finished, Cax nodded again, a little reluctantly. "Any idea when General Klonus might decide to act?" 
 
    "I think, at the moment, he's content to sit back and watch," Cax said. "After all, he probably knows as well as we, that many of our people just want to get along and won't fight." 
 
    "Just what I was thinking," Astia said. They came upon the training grounds, then. Veteran gladiators and perhaps ten of the tan skinned orcs were taking the new recruits in hand. The guards trained on their own: they were outfitted to fight unruly citizens, not professional soldiers. A few gladiators helped them learn new tactics, among them Lorus, the xenophon. 
 
    "Where are my mages?" Astia demanded. No, the more she looked around, she realized they weren't there at all. 
 
    "Practicing, General." The voice was familiar: Olive. But where was she? Astia was beginning to believe she'd heard a voice in her head when the air began to ripple. From an envelope of... nothing, stepped the young mage. "An invisibility spell, General," Olive said and curtsied to her superior. 
 
    "Very good," Astia said and clapped the mage on the shoulder, more to reassure herself she was real, than to congratulate. "The plan I was devising would work even better if the Sparci didn't recognize mages among our ranks." Then, she dreaded the idea: if the Sparci had spies in the city, they would already know that mages numbered amongst the army. If they saw none on the field of battle, would General Klonus realize something was amiss? 
 
    "We shall endeavor to serve, then, General," Olive said, a smile spreading across her face. 
 
    "Maybe it would be a good idea to show some mages," Cax said, echoing Astia's concerns a moment before. 
 
    "Good idea," Astia said. "For my idea to work, it'll only take a couple of handfuls of mages anyway. If you can keep them hidden, Olive, then the rest may concentrate their destruction spells on the enemy." Briefly, she explained what she wanted from the hidden mages. When she finished, Olive was nodding along with her. 
 
    "It will be as you say, General," she said. "How soon do you reckon the Sparci will attack?" 
 
    "They've been waiting for something," Astia said. "If it isn't reinforcements, then I don't know what. We can't let them get more soldiers, or it won't matter what fancy spells we have: we'll be slaughtered. If they haven't attacked in a few days, we will have to put our army in the field and take our chances." 
 
    "Understood, General," Olive said. "I'd better get back to work, then." 
 
    "As if I needed to make it official, but you are to head my mages," Astia said. "Lieutenant Olive." When she curtsied, Astia nodded. "But if you receive an order from Cax, know he is senior Lieutenant and follow it." 
 
    "Aye, General," Olive said before stepping through the air and vanishing once more. 
 
    "Where is Gavail?" Astia said when they approached the training guards. 
 
    "Here, General," the young guard said and stepped forward. When she looked up at Cax, she blushed and averted her eyes from him. 
 
    "I'm putting you in command of the guards," Astia said and bestowed the rank of Lieutenant on her. She might have been young, but something told the general she would do fine. If not, Cax would have found a way to tell her and the giant beamed at his girlfriend instead. To Lorus, she gave command of the gladiators and explained her plan of battle to both at once. 
 
    "Clever," Gavail said and eyed the general with respect. Yes, perhaps she was young, but she had a good brain in her head. 
 
    "Keep training," Astia admonished. "The Sparci are fierce, disciplined warriors. Any weakness they see, they can and will exploit. We must show them none or they will decimate us and Athessi will fall. Many people are counting on us to keep them free." 
 
    When she stood in the center of all activity, she smiled to herself. In front of the troops, she wouldn't let it show, but she felt a certain pride in seeing them doing their best to fight for freedom. Silently, she said a prayer to the Three and One. Before the day was up, she determined to make an offering to Artema. With the direct blessing of a Goddess, she would feel much better about their chances in the coming battle. 
 
    To Cax, she said, "Be firm but kind. I'm the one who has to use the iron fist in dealing with my troops. As my second, you can apply the velvet glove and make them understand that, yes, they are progressing well." 
 
    "And what if I don't think they are?" Cax said, more as a statement than question. 
 
    "Tell them so, anyway," Astia ordered. "It's my job to tell them they're slacking, but if we all pile on and degrade them, they won't want to try anymore. Someone has to be kind and encourage them. It can't be the one at the top. If you don't think they're doing a good enough job, help them learn better." 
 
    "Aye, boss," Cax said and smiled down at her, perhaps to show he could. "I'll coddle them till I tuck them into their cozy beds at night. Shall I give them a kiss on the forehead, too?" 
 
    Astia ran her tongue over the front of her teeth in consternation. All at once, she reached back and punched the giant in the forearm, his shoulder being too high for her to reach for a joke. "You're an asshole," she said. "Anyone ever tell you that?" Then she laughed. 
 
    "All the time, boss," Cax said and lumbered off to encourage the troops. As she watched him go, she wasn't sure he was still joking. 
 
    That aside, Astia returned to the Enyx amphitheater. The Syns were gone, all except Ysander, Ariostal and Halene. 
 
    "Hail, Astia," Ariostal said as she approached. "We were just talking about you and your efforts on our behalf." 
 
    "Oh?" Astia said. "And what do you say of my efforts?" 
 
    "That, even with the best of intentions and efforts, it may not be enough," Ysander said soberly. "The Sparci army may overrun us and kill us all." 
 
    "That is always a possibility in war," Astia said. She'd seen enough small battles in the arena, where one xenophon fought five or so members against the same number from another clan. Occasionally outmatched, a xenophon was completely wiped out in a battle, to the roars and jeers of the crowd, of course. The battles were larger among cities, and the crowds - usually - small or nonexistent, but that didn't mean they were altogether different. "What of it?" she asked. 
 
    "We pledge our selves to this coming battle, as well as any resources we may," Ariostal said. "I am not without a small purse I may donate to hiring more soldiers." 
 
    "Mercenaries, you mean," Astia said, not liking the sound of that. "They may sabotage our efforts if General Klonus offers them more. I don't trust mercenaries, for that very reason." She also didn't like the sound of the other thing he'd said. 
 
    "We intend to fight by your side as well," Halene said. "You taught me enough of the sword and shield." 
 
    "Not by half," Astia said, her voice raising in alarm. "I was never formally trained." With a sharp gesture, she pointed out to the west. "Those Sparci out there, they spend their entire lives fighting with anyone they please. They will never crack under pressure, they will never waver, they won't spare a single enemy soldier who opposes them." 
 
    "Please tell us of your plan, then," Ysander said. "I believe you have learned you may trust the three of us, if you didn't comfortably trust the others." Yes, he was very clever; he'd understood, even if the others didn't, why she'd been reluctant to say anything before. 
 
    "All right," Astia said and did. In her mind, she'd developed a detailed plan. As she spoke it aloud, she wondered how she'd come to be so clever in the ways of battle. The others, who knew of strategy, even if not of the field, nodded along with her. 
 
    "Impressive," Ysander said when she finished. "Though, for this plan to work, you will need us on the field, to lend a credibility to your attack. If the Sparci see us in the center, leading forces there, they will be more likely to regard us." 
 
    "Have you ever picked up a sword in anger?" Astia asked the short, slender elf. She knew all too well Halene had, and of course, Ariostal would be versed, at least to some extent in combat, formerly heading the Zalla. 
 
    "I was hoping you would teach me, as you taught Halene," Ysander said. 
 
    Frustration sighed from between her lips. "I would not have taught her if I knew she would try to go through with this madness," she said. 
 
    Halene's arms snapped up, her hands went to her hips. "And you think I'm going to sit back and watch as my love risks her life? I should think not; where you go, I shall go, too." Ariostal and Ysander looked as uncomfortable as they could. 
 
    "This isn't the time or place to discuss this," Astia said through gritted teeth. Why was Halene being so obstinate? "You don't have the skills." 
 
    "I will do as I must," Halene said. "You cannot stop me." 
 
    "Perhaps only I should go," Ariostal said, maybe regretting now that he'd set this argument in motion. 
 
    Now, Halene turned her venom on him. "Don't you dare tell me that I'm incapable of doing anything you can do. If you would like to see how I handle a blade, we can arrange a contest, I think." 
 
    Hands raised, palms out, Ariostal backed away. "I meant no offense. If we begin fighting each other, the Sparci will surely win." To Ysander, he said, "I think we should allow these two to work this out alone; come, Ysander, that I may teach you a little of sword handling." 
 
    "I am eager to learn, Syn Ariostal," Ysander said. Maybe he was more eager to get away from a spat between lovers, but he was diplomatic enough not to say that. 
 
    When they were gone, Halene turned her back on Astia, hands still on hips. "I won't hear what you have to say, not if it denigrates my abilities to help." 
 
    Though she gritted her teeth, Astia's voice came out honey sweet. "I wouldn't dream of trying to dissuade you now." 
 
    The beautiful redhead whirled and stuck an accusing finger in Astia's face. "Liar," she snarled. "You're already hatching a plan to keep me away from the battle, but it won't work." 
 
    The sound that came from Astia's throat was feral growl. "Why would I try to stop you?" she asked heatedly. "If you want to get your fool head chopped off, why should I care? It's not like I love you or anything." 
 
    "You..." Halene nearly broke at hearing the words, but that only made her more determined. "And why should you be the only one who gets to risk her life? Do you think I would be any less devastated if you should fall in battle?" 
 
    "But you're much more likely to die." Astia knew she was pleading now, but she couldn't help it. 
 
    When Halene turned her back again, Astia knew it was the end of the argument. Maybe the end of the relationship. Since she didn't want that, she pushed no further. Instead, she snuck up behind the steaming redhead, brushed aside her flowing hair and kissed her on the neck. 
 
    "That won't make me change my mind," Halene said, her voice icy. 
 
    "I know," Astia said. She'd seen enough battle to know when it was a lost cause. "Let me show you some more moves with the sword, then, if you're so determined." 
 
    This time, her turn was jubilant; Astia saw it in the way her body swayed. "Let's go then; General Klonus won't wait until you turn me into as fine a fighter as you." Her smile said she would be magnanimous in victory. Astia hoped the physical battle would be more successful, from her point of view, than had this fight. 
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    Criers ran through the city streets. "The Sparci come to Athessi! The Sparci are come!" Citizens bolted from the market square, presumably to their homes, for they - mostly - ran east, toward the slums of the city. The enemy, by contrast, would certainly approach the city from the west, as their army was camped in that direction, and a little south. 
 
    A few, braver souls set off at a brisk pace to the west. Off duty guards turned soldiers, perhaps. Or else elves interested in watching the spectacle unfold. It wasn't uncommon for citizens to follow armies and watch the festivities. As if someone else dying were nothing more than sport. And to them, maybe that was exactly what it was: entertainment. 
 
    "Cruel scum," Halene said to herself. 
 
    "I reckon you had better be off, then," Jak said as the crier ran past, calling all Athessi defenders to arms. The gnome waved away the coins Halene had set on his counter to barter. "Take the fine sword and your coin back, if you would," he said. 
 
    "Not a good way for a merchant to remain in business," Halene said half jokingly. 
 
    "I'd fain you not tell the entire city of my generosity, certes," Jak said around a grin. "But, for the defender of my goods and livelihood, I'd not charge you for a single sword." 
 
    "You did last time," Halene pointed out. 
 
    "You were a lone elf, trying to right wrongs," Jak said, that grin getting wider and hungrier, like a lone wolf's. "There was no guarantee you'd succeed." 
 
    "Ah," Halene said. She nodded, more to herself than the tiny merchant, before scooping up her coins. Jak was always interested in Jak first, last and always. If others also benefited from his safety and profit, so much the better. She hefted the bronze short sword. It was heavy, but sharp and finely crafted. 
 
    Once more, she nodded, more decisively than before, slid the sword into its sheath and headed toward the government district of the city. She buckled the scabbard onto her belt as she went. Over her back, a round copper shield already hung. Copper would fleck and give way to bronze, but would last for at least a battle or two and was much cheaper than bronze. For the time being, she didn't have much coin to spend, the bulk of Phonia's personal riches going to feed the poor. 
 
    Though there was no wall on the western fringes of Athessi, there was a fine, sun bleached arched column as the official entrance to the city. Almost comically, as Halene arrived, she watched squad after squad of amateur soldiers pour through it. Only a few stepped beyond the city limits at other points. A few soldiers got stuck, shoulder to shoulder to shoulder in the archway and had to struggle to break free. 
 
    Instead of following, she stepped quickly across the threshold of her city far to the left of the archway. In the distance, she watched nervously as Sparci soldiers, dressed in blood yellow robes - tied at the waist, legs and biceps, so the robes didn't flap and perhaps distract the warriors in the midst of battle - marched up to the crest of a hill. Their concerted shout chilled her blood; there was no doubt of the ferocity of Sparci warriors. There were so little resources in the rocky, barren west, that all Sparci people were said to be tougher than bronze and more vicious than a pack of wolves. 
 
    The ragtag army of Athessi groaned in unison at the roar from Sparci. Then, Halene brightened, for down the thin line came Astia. "Never mind their war cries," she said confidently. "It's all air; besides, let them scream and get hot for battle. That will take away precious air from their lungs and make them more tired than they would be if they kept their mouths shut." 
 
    The Protector of Athessi had to shout on her own, though, as the amateur soldiers filtered in by twos and threes, only a few knowing where their squadmates were. Guards mingled with gladiators, whispering in nervous fits. Only Cax, who Halene noticed a few moments too late, and his orcs were organized and ready for anything. 
 
    "Cax, take a handful of mages, guards and gladiators to strengthen your numbers," Astia told the giant. When he made as if to protest, Halene saw the calculations flash through his head of whether or not he should say anything. In the end, he closed his mouth. He was far more intelligent than any orc had any business being, in Halene's estimation. That made him dangerous. Hopefully, he would remain dangerous to Athessi's enemies, and not Astia. 
 
    "Where's Olive," Halene asked and was rewarded by the diminutive mage rushing to her. 
 
    "I am here, Lidyn Halene," the mage said. "What is your bidding?" 
 
    "Just that you are here and remember the plan," Halene said. 
 
    "Are we not always in the plan?" Olive said and winked at her. "If not, the Sparci would already be wise to the plan." 
 
    Halene wasn't sure what the mage meant, but let it go. "Where is Gavail," she asked next. 
 
    Rather than answer, Astia came up to her, a stern look in her eye. "You should take charge of Lieutenant Gavail's guards," she said. "Since you're here, against my wishes, as a Syn and temporary Lidyn, you are entitled to lead, and be torn apart by the savages if we fall." 
 
    More and more soldiers appeared in groups and singly. In numbers, they outmatched the Sparci, about three to one. Even Halene, untrained in the arts of war, however, could see the Sparci clearly outmatched her forces in training. The Sparci hung together in a tight pack, using a small stand of scraggly olive trees to anchor their right flank and a steep decline lined with loose rocks on their left. The bellow that arose from their ranks made them seem numerically superior, as well, though there couldn't have been more than five hundred. 
 
    At last, Gavail got her guards organized into a semi-cohesive unit on the Athessi left flank. Halene stood with them, her hand clutching the hilt of her short sword. The gladiators, under Lorus, stood behind Astia and Ariostal and Ysander. Only Cax remained alone, over on the far right. His soldiers, a couple dozen mighty orcs, and a squad or two of elves, had been selected by Astia for a special mission; even Halene didn't know the details. 
 
    The Athessi were nervous. With every deep voiced roar of the enemy, elves all around Halene cringed. This was no way to win a fight. 
 
    "Buck up, my countrymen," Halene shouted to them. "With this battle, we win freedom for ourselves and each other. For the first time, Athessi shall be free. You fight, not only for yourselves, but your families and all future generations. Let your righteous rage burst forth on these, the tools of the oppressors," she spread her arms out and stepped forward, so the soldiers would know she spoke of the Sparci army. "They have no personal stake in our oppression, merely act on the orders of others. Show them your spirit, show them your anger, and they will flee before us." 
 
    A mighty sound arose from the elves behind her. It wasn't exactly a roar of triumph, but it was wrathful and full of anger for what Athessi had to suffer under the Sparci. Though she'd never show it to them, it made Halene smile, down deep in her belly. Perhaps the advantage of numbers might now mean something. Before, when the soldiers stood in awe and fear, she was certain the battle would go poorly. 
 
    Then, she turned her attention to Astia, who was speaking to the army as a whole. "You have sacrificed much to be here, this day; do not let that sacrifice be given in vain. You have suffered much to reach this day; do not let that suffering come to naught. You have warred with yourselves and your countrymen too long under the yoke of another; let that yoke fall from you this day. May we all become of Athessi this day and win our country its freedom." 
 
    The yell that rose dwarfed the Sparci, and not, Halene judged, because of superior numbers. It was a cry of pain, of anguish, of yearning. I'm glad Astia and I have never debated in the amphitheater, she thought. She's a better orator than I. Perhaps better than Ysander, too. 
 
    All at once, the shouting ended. Over the distance, Halene heard one Sparci bark commands. Only then did she recognize General Klonus at the head of his troops. As one man, the enemy lowered their long pikes - phalanxes - and slung large, rectangular shields from their backs. Between their conical helmets of tin, copper and bronze, large shields that protected most of their bodies, except perhaps the shin down to the feet, and their five meter long weapons, they looked formidable enough. That they knew how to keep discipline and used those phalanxes to deadly precision made it far worse. 
 
    "Athessi, hear me." General Klonus took a few steps forward to address Astia and all the city that opposed him. A nervous hush came over Astia's army. "You have proved yourselves the enemy of Lidyn Argi by your actions. His exaltedness has commanded that I put a fourth of this city to the sword, in punishment. I shall, of course, begin with this pathetic army of yours. If you wish to survive, flee now, and pray we cut down a fourth of your fellows before we find you." 
 
    "A cur has spoken," Astia said and nervous laughter murmured through the Athessi. "Why would he tell us to flee if he was eager to fight us? Why does he not order an attack, rather than wait on us to attack if he was eager to fight? We shall triumph this day, so long as we remember this cowardly dog for what he is." 
 
    If Klonus was bothered by Astia's rhetoric, he gave no sign. Instead, the Sparci army stood and waited, as one elf. Maybe Astia had hoped to anger him into ordering a charge. Her steely gaze never faltered, however, when she turned to survey her troops. 
 
    "You know what we must do here, today. You have your assignments. Let us always face the enemy and never show them our backs," Astia said and raised her sword above her head. This, more than anything, was the signal. 
 
    "Be ready to move on my order," Halene told Gavail, who nodded. "Hmm," she said as she really looked at the way the Sparci were organized. "That may work to our advantage." 
 
    "What may, Lidyn?" Gavail asked. 
 
    Before she could answer, something appeared to the north. Cresting another hill, halfway between Athessi and Astia's army, on the dirt road leading from Xynthi, tramped elves. Lots of them. General Klonus pointed to the newcomers and gestured with his sword. His soldiers roared as if to an ally. Could Xynthi be sending an army to support Klonus? Could the tiny fishing village field such a force? By the rows following rows, Halene guessed perhaps a thousand warriors, two thirds of the Athessi force were marching slowly but surely toward them. 
 
    Rather than turn part of her army to meet them, Astia did nothing. However, Cax's orcs began to turn and shake their spears and swords and bows and staffs at the advancing... Enemy? Allies? Halene couldn't be sure. What is that orc up to? Halene thought. If they act, it is because Cax told them how to act. Orcs were fiercely loyal to whomever gained that loyalty. They wouldn't act up on their own. 
 
    Guards, gladiators, mages in tow, the orcs charged off to the northwest. In response, the Sparci army cheered their allies and jeered the foolish orcs. When the tan skinned giant disappeared over the nearest rocky slope, the shouts died down. 
 
    Now, Astia did turn a portion of her soldiers to meet the new threat. Not nearly enough, Halene guessed, if they were hostile. Maybe she was hoping Cax would hit them from the flank or behind. But no attack came and the invading force's leader didn't shout off some of his elves to defend. Where Cax went was completely out of Halene's scope. 
 
    However, the closer the newcomers got, the less Halene feared them. The way they carried themselves made her comfortable. Not an elf drew a weapon or nocked an arrow. Astia's elves soon turned back to the Sparci. General Klonus groaned and in a most theatrical gesture, slapped his forehead. He'd noticed, too, then. The leader of the newcomers clasped hands with Astia as his elves took up the right flank of the Athessi army. At Klonus's order, the Sparci let out another bellow; they weren't frightened. 
 
    "Let's move," Halene said to Gavail. Then, where Klonus couldn't see her, she pointed. "I want to be there," she said to Gavail. "As quickly as possible." 
 
    When part of the army broke off, Astia jogged toward them. "Stay to the left," she said urgently. "Be safe, my love," she added for Halene's ears. Only a small open area of jagged rocks separated the two armies. Halene couldn't see what her love was talking about, but she appreciated her second comment. It was good to know Astia wasn't still upset about Halene being here today. It was important to show a united front against the enemy. If she stayed in the city, it would look as though she cowered before the Sparci. A leader who had no martial might was not a leader to be respected for long, not during times of strife. 
 
    Gavail led wisely, despite her youth. Though at the head of the troops, Halene looked back often to see the guards staying out of sight as much as possible. Loose ground slipped beneath her as she marched around the little rise upon which the city - and battlefield - stood. Her sandals with sturdy Minotaur leather soles, however, handled the terrain better than bare feet would have. The ridge dropped off slowly for a few meters, enough for the guards to march two or three abreast, then dropped off more sharply into a narrow valley a hundred meters or so below, before rising again into a ragged outcropping. A few hundred meters beyond that, waves of the Ganean Sea crashed against the southern edge of the great peninsula. Though she couldn't see the waves, Halene heard them. The peninsula gave way south and east of the city, joining the mainland of Totus Vis and the greater continent of Tintaigel beyond. Seafarers had told of faraway lands to the north and south all joined by the great land mass. 
 
    Before she finished pondering, the ground rose sharply. Leaning forward, her leg muscles twinged as she strode up toward a scraggly olive tree. Now, she allowed Gavail and the troops to go first. She skirted the edge of the stand of olive trees, making sure none of her soldiers misstepped and took a great plunge from which none would return. 
 
    When the last soldier came into place amongst gnarly branches, Halene returned to the front and drew her sword. "For Athessi," she said quietly. Truly, she didn't want to get too close to those professional soldiers. 
 
    Finally, she was rewarded. Someone ahead shouted. A column of perhaps one hundred Sparci broke off and turned toward Halene. As she'd hoped, when they tried to lower their long, dangerous phalanxes, the great spears became quickly entangled with the bare olive branches. 
 
    Opportunity in hand, Halene moved forward, shield before her, sword to the side, point facing the nearest enemy soldier. Although the elf was preoccupied, trying to lower his phalanx into the fray, his shield protected most of his body. Halene struck forward with her sword, hoping the elf beside her could strike home when the giant shield moved, but the Sparci soldier was well trained and prepared. The great shield blocked both strikes and he shoved it forward, diverting Halene's comrade's sword, nearly knocking it from his grasp. 
 
    "Switch to swords," someone - likely an underofficer - shouted. In unison, the Sparci let go of their phalanxes and reached for the swords on their hips. These were longer than what the Athessi hefted. 
 
    An idea grabbed at Halene. She sheathed her sword and grabbed the phalanx of the nearest enemy. Though it was useless to the Sparci, she found it swung down easier from her place among the trees. The butt end clanged against one of her soldier's shields, but the point managed to turn aside a rectangular Sparci shield. The elf's scream said the sharp end had struck home. 
 
    Then the press forward shoved her. Elves shouted and screamed all around her. It became impossible to hold the long spear and she dropped it. As she reached for her sword again, a Sparci weapon clanged off a bronze shield, slid at her. Halene screamed and drew back as much as she could. From a gash in her right shoulder, yellow blood spurted. The hand clutching her sword was still strong, but there was little strength from that shoulder to make it bite. 
 
    Even still, Halene battled on, stepping forward with her fellows. Eagerly, she stepped over a Sparci body writhing on the rocky ground. An elf behind her struck down with the point of his sword, ending the misery of the enemy. Off to her right, the Sparci pushed forward. "We'll get trapped if we keep moving forward," she said to the elves behind her. For a wonder, the press eased. All the same, a few of her soldiers passed her, engaging the Sparci, trying to force them back. To the right, an elf fell, followed by another. Halene moved parallel to her troops, trying to get to the right. 
 
    The underofficer who'd told the Sparci to switch to swords engaged an elf. With his big shield, he turned away a sword strike, then skewered his opponent with the long sword he carried. When he caught sight of Halene, he gathered his breath and shouted encouragements to his soldiers. 
 
    His first blow, Halene turned easily with her shield. With the point of her short sword, she managed to cut away part of his robe as he dodged the main force of her strike. Pivoting on his right leg, he batted away her blade with his shield. Quick as a snake, he thrust forward with his sword. Halene barely got her shield up in time, then squawked when it turned out to be a feint. The underofficer surged forward, ramming his heavy shield into her side, knocking her back into the bodies of her soldiers. Tearing pain shot through her back and right side as one of her own soldier's swords cut into her. 
 
    "Lidyn Halene," Gavail said. Halene never knew where the Lieutenant came from, but her strong hands kept her from sinking to the dirt. If she had, Halene would certainly have been trampled to death in the melee. "Take her to safety." Gavail's voice was tiny amongst the din of battle; Halene had to struggle to hear the former guard, as though she was far away. "We'll hold the enemy here," Gavail said. Maybe she was happy to have full command of her troops, or maybe that was Halene's own thought about the former guard from the way her voice sounded. 
 
    Two elves, one under each armpit, supported Halene and dragged her through the press. When they escaped the stand of olive trees, Halene felt strength return to her body and tried to stand. If she could get back into the fight... As soon as she put weight on her legs, they buckled and anguish tore through her side. 
 
    "You're losing blood, Lidyn," one of the soldiers said. 
 
    "What of the battle?" Halene asked. 
 
    "Nothing much, yet," he answered. Then, as if in answer, they all stopped short. 
 
    "General Klonus, the Athessi deceive you," someone shouted across the battlefield. It was the voice of Olive. "We mages have deceived you, mighty general." 
 
    "Someone shut her up." Astia's voice was harsh and desperate at the same time. 
 
    If the mage was betraying her fellows of a sudden, Halene hoped Astia would cut her down quickly. When she looked up, however, she did a double take. The allies from Xynthi began to shimmer. Halene had to look at the other soldiers to make sure she wasn't delirious from her wounds. Quickly, the other troops vanished and Klonus's troops growled as one man. 
 
    "We strike now, before their magicka tricks us again," Klonus said. 
 
    "Wait, I must see," Halene said to her saviors. They stopped as commanded. "I must see this," Halene said, resigned to the fact she wouldn't participate in the battle any more. The fate of her city was in Astia's hands fully now. As if that wasn't true at the start of the battle, Halene thought bitterly. I should have listened to her; I might be dead now. I should have let the soldiers handle the fighting. 
 
    Slowly, Klonus got his soldiers moving. Phalanxes lowered, the battle ready troops, minus the hundred or so still battling Gavail near the olive trees, pressed forward as one armored wave. 
 
    "Stand firm," Astia said. "We can still win the day." 
 
    "See the enemy falter," Klonus shouted. "Flee while you can, elves of Athessi; I shall slaughter you." The general stepped out onto the small field of rocks leading directly to Astia and Athessi. 
 
    "We should away to the rear, Lidyn," the soldier carrying her said. They made as if to start across that small plain but Halene bucked beneath their efforts with all her strength. 
 
    "Wait; Astia said to keep to the side," she said. "We should heed her words." Delirium slurred her speech and her head felt light enough to float away. 
 
    When the first Sparci columns marched past the general, they shrieked and disappeared. The ranks behind them couldn't stop in time and similarly vanished while seeming to fall down and forward. "What magicka is this?" Klonus shouted in dismay. Before anyone could answer him, Cax and his column charged from cover. They came up the steepest stretch of ground, screaming as though mad. The orcs crashed into the Sparci before they could turn. A few guards and gladiators rushed to join them and a mage launched a fireball into the ranks of the dismayed enemy. 
 
    New appreciation and love for Astia coursed through Halene. At the general's command, Olive and her companions made the illusion disappear. In the center of the small rocky field was a deep pit lined with spikes. Most of the Sparci soldiers who'd fallen into the disguised trap were dead, though cries from below said some of them still lived. 
 
    "Now, we take the fight to them," Astia called to those soldiers who remained in the front with her. They drew bows and short swords and set off at a brisk pace. Though the front ranks of Sparci still had phalanxes at the ready, they had to turn because of the pit before them. By the time they did, the Athessi were in striking distance. 
 
    Caught between fierce orcs, Gavail's flanking attack and another force to his front, Klonus had little choice. "Withdraw," he shouted. Despite it all, Halene feared he would fight to the last elf. That was normally the way of the Sparci. 
 
    However, there was nowhere for most of his troops to go. Astia's soldiers poured in from both sides while Cax viciously cut two elves in half with one swing from his mighty two handed axe. The orcs had moved into position blocking the enemy's escape. Klonus had no choice but to fight. Even still, a few of his soldiers and he managed to escape. 
 
    Halene watched with only half an eye. Weakness was overwhelming her quickly. When Olive approached, she was nearly lost to a dream like state. "Lay her down," the mage said, "I will begin the healing process here." 
 
    "Didn't you try to betray us, just now?" Halene asked, her own voice sounding far away and dreamy in her ears. 
 
    "All part of the master plan," Olive said. "You really shouldn't underestimate Astia. Ever." 
 
    "What's that I hear about my name?" The familiar presence of Astia hovered over Halene and the wounded elf managed a small smile. "You don't look too hurt," the general said, though worry clouded her voice. "You'd best get up and quit faking." 
 
    "Aye, General," Halene said, but her own voice sounded foreign to her ears. "I love you," she said, expecting the next voice she heard to be that of the Goddesses. 
 
    "We're not letting you go so easily," Astia said, as if reading her thoughts. "I love you, too," she added, right before Halene blacked out.  
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    The next couple of days passed in a blur. Many influential people in Athessi came to greet Astia and thank her for her service to the city. If she ignored them all, that was their worry, not hers. They had to be trying to get close to the victors now, so their names might be written alongside them, as if they had nothing but love for the freedom of their city all along. 
 
    Victim of a few minor scrapes, Astia had more important things to do than sit in a makeshift hospital with the mage healers, like Halene. Learning to be a general was tough work. In the wake of the battle, she had to pick and send off scouts to make sure General Klonus didn't meet with reinforcements and double back. The leader of the Athessi army also had to establish sentry rotations to protect all sides of the city. The city guard had largely been enfolded into the army, but the regular guard still patrolled the streets. 
 
    As much as possible, she relied on Cax, her senior Lieutenant. Though he balked at receiving orders that he pretend to run away during the battle, he and his orcs had performed magnificently, as she'd known they would. 
 
    That she didn't have major wounds, though, didn't stop her hanging around the makeshift hospital as much as possible. "Why don't you go home to get some rest," one of the mage healers said. 
 
    "I have no home, remember?" Astia said, which was only part of the truth. She'd lived the last six years in the undercroft of the arena. "How is she?" That was the other part of the truth. 
 
    "Lidyn Halene is still under constant care," the mage said and disappeared through a heavy canvas flap to the next room. 
 
    "We will keep you informed, Dyn Astia." That was Olive. No mean healer herself, her hand came down on Astia's shoulder. "Is there something else troubling you about the Lidyn?" Concern clouded her face. 
 
    "No," Astia said, which was far from the truth. How could she keep loving someone who risked herself unnecessarily and didn't trust Astia's word that she was in too much danger? Was that really love, to abandon the word of the one you claimed to care most for, whenever your blood got up? 
 
    That thought stuck in her brain as she left the hospital near the Ephlyx. With little conscious thought, her feet took her to the Enyx amphitheater. Deep feelings surged through her veins and coursed through her brain, mixing with consternation and anger. The battle had gone well, better than Astia had hoped it would, but if she'd lost Halene in it, it would feel anything but a victory. That she nearly lost her love because of Halene's hotheadedness rankled no less than if the redhead had perished outright. 
 
    "There's a meeting underway, Dyn, if you wish to join it." The voice startled Astia out of her unpleasant thoughts. A guard, standing before the entrance to the amphitheater. 
 
    "Ah," Astia said and went past him. Maybe an hour or so dealing with city issues might make her forget her personal troubles. Down twenty steps she went, listening with half an ear to the goings on. Though she didn't have a vote, she could at least argue. 
 
    "Many people were made destitute because of the heavy taxes levied in the name of Argi," Ysander said heatedly. "Some of those were even truly dictated by the Sparci Lidyn, while others made Phonia's coffers bulge with coin." 
 
    "And now we have that resource with which to help the city recover," Syn Ariostal said smugly, as if Ysander had denied it. "We may create many programs through the bureaucracy that may help the people." 
 
    "Help the wealthy gather more coin, you mean?" Astia said. Her boots clapped on the next to the bottom step, drawing all eyes to her. "I know how bureaucracies work, Ariostal, having seen it from the inside, years ago." 
 
    "This is just so," Ysander said and smiled in her direction. 
 
    "Wealthy merchants and general contractors will fight and bribe for contracts to fulfill our edict to 'help' the people, and will grow fat on the public largess. Then, they shall cut every corner to create the things we wish them to build, keeping vast amounts of profit for themselves." When Astia said it, she spoke from experience. Halene, thankfully, immediately became a dark shadow in the corner of her thoughts. Now that she had something she could speak from experience about, she felt younger, lighter and happier all at once. 
 
    "Then we shall simply forbid such things in our decree," Ariostal said, as if that solved all problems, everywhere. He grinned at his own cleverness. Truly, he'd been an excellent Zalla leader, but he was woefully out of his depth when discussing political and bureaucratic matters. 
 
    "And do you think the wealthy created their wealth through dim decision making and following edicts to the letter?" Ysander said. "Whatever words we use to forbid excessive profit taking, they will twist to say, 'It isn't excessive according to your edict,'. And if we try to limit in number the coins they may collect, they will argue: 'I must make some profit, Syn Ariostal,'. Then they may boycott the process entirely and delay our projects." 
 
    "They may even create their own projects, to make the people believe them to be the saviors of our city," Astia added. "So that the people will grow to distrust us and trust them." 
 
    Ariostal crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back on his left leg to look at them from a different angle and appear obstinate. "What would you propose then, Dyn Astia?" he said as if he expected her to have no idea. 
 
    "We keep records of who paid what in Phonia's ridiculous fit of taxes," Astia said. "We, here, debate and decide which taxes went too far, and have the bureaucracy refund that coin to the appropriate people. Simple." 
 
    "Use the existing structure to undo what was done." It sounded more of a question, but the former gladiator guessed it was a statement. Ariostal glanced to the earthen floor of the amphitheater as he turned it over in his mind. 
 
    "Do you know, Astia, that most politicians wouldn't be able to see such a simple answer," Ysander said in a low, approving voice. "They would want the people to see a massive show so the peasants might exalt them. They would bluster and announce and pay whole bureaus all the money they wanted to use to help the people, to show them they were so gracious and thoughtful, and the people would cheer." The slender elf stood and bowed deeply to her. "Truly, we need more like you in this august body." Did he twist his words to make it more of an insult to the rest of the Enyx? Perhaps, was Astia's judgment. Then, he turned his attention to the rest of the Enyx. "In case you were awaiting my inevitable input, I second Dyn Astia's proposal. Shall we turn it to a vote?" he asked the Corder. 
 
    "If there is no other business," the Corder said, always following protocol. When no one said a word, the Corder stood. "Very well; a vote there shall be." 
 
    The motion carried unanimously. Ariostal and Ysander were chosen to survey the many taxes Phonia and the Enyx had issued over the past year to determine which were in support of a foreign power, or simply too excessive to allow to remain. In case of disagreement between the two, the Corder, a neutral party, would make a determination. Astia expected no less than five disagreements between Ariostal and Ysander. The other members of the Enyx even engaged her in a bet, each choosing a different number. 
 
    "You seem distracted," Ysander said. 
 
    Astia whirled. She hadn't expected anyone to have remained in the amphitheater after the meeting. "I have a lot on my mind," she said. 
 
    The slender, stately elf sat beside her and clucked his tongue against his teeth. "Indeed," he said knowingly. "A general and Dyn no doubt has more than enough to keep her occupied." Nowhere had he mentioned a wounded loved one. Nevertheless, Halene was everywhere in his voice, even unnamed. 
 
    When Astia remained quiet, Ysander said, "I know you didn't want her there, risking her life." The look Astia turned on him must have unsettled him, for he leaned away from her and held up a placating hand. "I also know it is none of my business. Please, allow me to speak my mind and then I shall take my leave." 
 
    "Speak," Astia said and gazed down to the dirt beneath her feet. 
 
    She heard Ysander swallow before continuing. Yes, she'd scared his wits from him for a moment. But, like any good politician, he recovered quickly. "I know you didn't want that, but is a friendship not a two way street? Both parties are free to express themselves, or there is animosity. It doesn't mean one cares less for another when they refuse to follow desires." 
 
    The flip side of that, was: what right did Astia have to tell Halene she couldn't participate in the battle to free the city, especially when Halene had as much interest in Athessi as anyone else? Ysander did a good job of telling Astia without words. Had he shaped his words that way, she might have turned on him and battered him. As it was, she was left to figure it out for herself. It was a bitter pill, especially when Halene might have been killed following her desires. Didn't the feelings of the other 'friend' as Ysander had described it, matter? No, she shook her head as she paused: it mattered, yes, but if you truly loved someone, wasn't it torture to deny them what they truly wanted, merely for the sake of safety? 
 
    Maybe Ysander saw her come to those conclusions on her own. To himself, maybe, he nodded before continuing, "I know Halene is hotheaded at times, but she has always at her heart, the best interests of Athessi. That doesn't mean she wants to control everything its citizens do." 
 
    "Except when a courtyard needs cleaned of peasants with nowhere else to go." Astia bit her tongue as soon as the words were out. Why couldn't she have clamped down sooner? No help for it now. 
 
    Ysander took a little time to respond to that. At last, he cleared his throat and said, "Rare indeed is the person who can ever hold to their ideals and principles and never have them swayed, even for a brief time. I claim that not for myself and as you clearly know, nor may I claim that for Halene. A bad decision, however, is no sign that the person who makes it is bad. The power of love is a curious thing; it can be strong and sudden and cruel sometimes, but if it is there, it would be wise to cling to it, no matter what storm may come, for it is surer than any magic of which I know." He got up and straightened his robe. "And now, as I promised, I shall take my leave." 
 
    "Thank you," Astia said, and couldn't be sure whether she was thankful for what he said, or because he was leaving. 
 
    Perhaps Ysander was more sure than she, or maybe just arrogant, for he bowed and said, "You are most welcome," as if she'd meant the former. 
 
    A general once more, Astia marched to the outskirts of Athessi to check on her sentries. Any she found inattentive would be punished, but fortunately, none were lax in their duties. Some workmen were setting to work, building a wall on the western fringe of the city, behind the Ephlyx. This wall would be tall, strong and curve around the city, to be anchored near inhospitable terrain. Even if no other walls connected it, it would hopefully be enough of a deterrent to keep all but the strongest Sparci armies away. 
 
    It was while Astia surveyed the builders that scouts returned. The general was surprised to see a familiar gnome among them. "Jak?" she said when they got closer. 
 
    "Aye, General," the merchant said. A short sword swung at his side. It looked like a full length weapon on the gnome. "I know the routes better than most of these guards and gladiators. Traded, have I, with Sparci, though they hate gnomes more than you lot here, I'll wager." 
 
    "What did you learn?" Astia asked. Though she wanted to think more about Halene, she knew she had to pay attention here. Her first duty would be to Athessi. 
 
    "General Klonus is fled back to Sparci," Jak said. "No more soldiers came down the roads and hidden trails to join him. I have it on good authority from traders in the city that Argi is beset by the Ioen." 
 
    "The Ioen?" Astia asked. That, more than anything, stole her thoughts away from the redhead. "Are they strong again?" It had been almost a century since the Ioen had been reckoned anything but a decaying remnant of a power. 
 
    "Not really," Jak said. "Argi is consumed with destroying them, so he will ignore Athessi, for now." 
 
    "May the Ioen find more success than Argi hopes," Astia said, half prayer to the Goddesses. Hastily, she added, "But not too much more success." If the two powers destroyed or crippled each other, that was fine by her. But if one completely destroyed the other, that wasn't good for Athessi. "Thank you, Jak for your help in all things." 
 
    "Better a merchant keep some friends than sell them all for profit," Jak said and grinned like a wolf ready to fleece a sheep. "Some, mind you," he added for effect. 
 
    "If you consider me one, then I am grateful and honored," Astia said and bowed as a male might to the gnome. Indeed, gnomes were creatures to be reckoned with, especially one as savvy and clever as Jak. They were also fierce warriors, every one. Even their children were no mean fighters. In that, they were similar to the Sparci, but where the Sparci had little and fought even each other, gnomes had much and used their martial skills only in times of great need. 
 
    Much of the business of securing the city finished, Astia returned where her feet led her: to the hospital. "Greetings, Astia," Olive said, as if she had expected the general. And, maybe, as it turned out, she had awaited her return, for she said, "Halene would like to see you." Her smile was pleasant and inviting. 
 
    "Halene is awake?" Astia asked eagerly. When Olive nodded, the general nearly shoved her out of the way. Through several canvas flaps she went. A mage pointed left and dutifully, Astia turned in that direction. When she passed through another flap, it was into a small enclosure. There, on a few blankets, lay Halene. 
 
    Folding her legs beneath her, Astia sat beside her, took her hand in hers. "I hoped you would be well," she said. "Your wounds were severe." 
 
    "The healers are good," Halene said, her voice dry and small. 
 
    Astia lifted a skin of small beer. "Drink," she said and helped Halene sit partially up, so she could. When Halene lay back, Astia closed the skin and took her hand again. "I've been thinking," she said, but the redhead held up a shaky hand. 
 
    "What has been happening? How is Athessi?" she asked, her voice a little better than before. Her first concern was the city. Did that mean she no longer cared as much for Astia? 
 
    Whatever her reservations were, Astia answered her question. Seemingly satisfied, the redhead, the new Lidyn of Athessi, lay back again. "I feared I would never see you again," she said in a small voice. "But, at least I was hopeful Athessi would be safe in your hands." 
 
    "With you gone, it could easily fall in Ariostal's hands," Astia said. She told Halene of the former Zalla head's idea to turn over the people's money to the bureaucrats. 
 
    "He's new and unproven," Halene said. 
 
    "That doesn't mean he isn't arrogant," Astia said. "That doesn't mean he doesn't think he knows what's better for everyone else." 
 
    "Unlike some others I could mention?" 
 
    Silence dropped over the little room like a blanket shutting out the sun. Astia couldn't tell which one disengaged their hand first, she or Halene. Into that silence, Astia said, "Aye, as anyone who lived in the southern courtyard could testify." Even as the words fell from her lips, she regretted them. 
 
    However, that seemed to kindle Halene in a positive way. The freckled beauty turned her head to face Astia and smiled weakly. "Yes, we both have that affliction, don't we? Perhaps we should each forgive the other? Maybe we might attempt to put the past behind us and discover if a love of Athessi is truly all we share." 
 
    "Somehow, I don't think that's the case," Astia said. Her chin dropped to her chest, but then she picked it up again. "But I think it is a good idea for us both to let it go. Right now, it's most important for you to get better, so you may accept your accolades from the people and get to the business of strengthening our fair city." Much, if not all of her fears gone, she felt lighter and more relieved than she thought she would. 
 
    "Athessi." Halene sounded lightheaded too. "Praise the Goddesses that Tyxia wasn't summoned here." 
 
    "I think you had a little to do with that as well," Astia said and winked at her... What was she now? Her love? Her friend? Both? 
 
    "You had more to do with it than I," Halene said. Before Astia could protest, she turned her head so she looked up at the canvas ceiling again. Her eyes were tired and Astia realized she still needed rest. "We both had something to do with that, but praise be the Goddesses for allowing it to work," she said after some effort to gather her breath. 
 
    "Aye," Astia said. "I couldn't agree more with that." Once again, she picked up Halene's hand in hers, gave it a few squeezes. "You need your rest and I have other things to attend. Rest well, Halene, and I shall see you anon." The redhead's name sufficed since Astia wasn't sure how to address her. She leaned forward and kissed her forehead. It was warm, but not hot. 
 
    "Thank you," Halene said. Similarly to when she'd said those words to Ysander, Astia wasn't sure whether Halene meant them as thanks for her words and the kiss, or for the former gladiator leaving her alone. Unlike Ysander, Astia didn't presume to know which meaning the words held. She got to her feet and left the room. 
 
    "How long until she'd back on her feet?" she asked Olive at the entrance to the temporary shelter. 
 
    "A few days," Olive said. "Though her wounds were great, she is strong." She put her hand on Astia's shoulder again. "A few days," she repeated. 
 
    That was good enough for Astia. She supposed, in a few days, they could figure out what they meant to each other, now that the fighting was done for now. As she left the hospital, Astia remembered the warmth she'd felt at thinking of Halene in the Temple. Artema was pleased to give her blessings to Astia's thoughts of the politician. Did that mean their relationship was preordained, or Artema simply meant it was all right if they began a relationship? Sometimes, the Goddesses took a direct hand in the world, while other times, they left it in the hands of mortals. The memory of those great feelings wasn't faded, but it was cooler than the warmth she'd felt that day. What did that mean? 
 
    "In a few days, hopefully we can find out together," Astia said and went about her business. 
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    The eastern sun dipped below low clouds clinging to the horizon. Reds mingled with oranges and yellows. Rays struck out in every direction. Turning her head upward and to the right, Astia watched Hara's star. The Goddess constantly watched all the land of Totus Vis through that never winking eye. Night or day, Hara's star hung in the southern sky. 
 
    "My place is no longer here, is it?" she asked. Hara's star twinkled. Over the last couple of days, her tasks completed, her freedom affirmed, Astia began to feel restless. 
 
    "Do you bring an offering to the Temple?" a priest asked. Normally, no one would come so late, except on a holy day. 
 
    "I have already offered to Artema," Astia said. She sat at the edge of the temple grounds, legs swinging over a steep precipice. It was how she felt inside as well. 
 
    "Forgive me, Dyn Astia," the priest said. "I did not recognize you from behind. Take all the time you like." 
 
    As he turned to go, Astia felt an urgency inside that made her say, "Wait. Sit with me a moment, if you will." When the priest deigned to sit, she gathered her thoughts. "Sometimes the Goddesses are clear in their desires." She waited for him to nod before continuing, "Other times, however, they are not so precise. How does one know their whims?" 
 
    Perhaps from years of dedication to the Goddesses, the priest hesitated not at all. "At times when their message is not so clear, my experience has been that, they are open to the whims of mortals. If they gave you guidance, but not a firm hand, then they are willing to see where you will take their guidance. It is often thus. The Goddesses truly work in mysterious ways. When their will is united and urgent, they will not hesitate to make it plain to mortals, but they rarely have such direct opinions in our lives." 
 
    "But what of the questions where they offer no guidance at all?" Astia asked. The last time she'd been to the temple, Artema, and perhaps the others as well, had all but spelled out that she needed to become closer to Halene. This time, when she posed the question, the Goddesses were silent. "Maybe what once was, is no longer," she said. It made perfect sense with her thoughts, but maybe it would perplex the priest. 
 
    However, the priest showed his unerring devotion to the Goddesses, for he said, "That is a truth many struggle to accept. They think: 'If a thing is now, it shall always be thus,'. Especially if that thing is to their benefit. No one wishes to think the Goddesses have their own minds about a thing that benefits them." 
 
    "And if that thing was only necessary in the now, later, it is forgotten." Astia hung her head. 
 
    But the priest clucked his tongue with a sharp pop. "Never forgotten, Dyn Astia," he said. "The Goddesses remember everything. Just because a thing isn't necessary later, doesn't mean the Goddesses forget, or choose to rescind that thing. If they gave you no guidance whatever, then perhaps they have left that decision entirely to your heart. And to the heart of the Lidyn." 
 
    It took a moment, but Astia cocked her head to one side and glared at the priest. "How do you know it has anything to do with Halene?" 
 
    Benevolently, the priest shrugged. "Perhaps the Goddesses spoke through me, as they sometimes do to the priesthood. Perhaps, though, your care for each other is as obvious to the whole of this great city as Hara's star. If the Goddesses have no more guidance on this matter, perhaps that is because they thought they were clear the first time, and had no need to repeat themselves." 
 
    After running that through her mind, Astia wagged a finger at the priest. "You are a wise elf," she said. 
 
    As they stood together, the priest said, "I would be quite the fool indeed if I lived amongst the wisdom of the Goddesses year after year and learned nothing. Is it not so?" When Astia nodded, he added, "If that makes it my wisdom, it is only because I have tempered it on the anvil of my own life and the lives of the good people who come commune with the Goddesses." 
 
    "Thank you," Astia said and bowed to the priest. That still didn't solve the riddle of why Hara would guide her away from Athessi, though. She puzzled over the Goddess's message as she walked down the steps from the Temple of Hara and Thessa. 
 
    There was still no clear answer as she arrived at the makeshift hospital. It was being taken down as she approached. Only the previous evening, there were still patients inside, being ministered to by healing mages. 
 
    "The Lidyn decided she was well enough to leave, Dyn Astia," Olive said when she saw the former gladiator. "She was the last to require our attention. Now, we may return to our regular duties. Some of us, however, aren't sure what to do now." 
 
    "You may do as you please," Astia said. "You are no longer slaves to the city. In case you hadn't heard, the Magistry has been disbanded. You are free to pursue happiness as are the rest of our citizens." 
 
    "I don't suppose there will be a need for Octios in the arena." It sounded more like a question than statement. 
 
    "Oh, there will always be criminals," Astia said. "That is one certainty we must suffer with." Thinking back on her own experience made her add, "Some will be judged criminals, at any rate, whether they all be or not. I think it safe to say your job at the arena would await your return, should you choose to accept it." 
 
    "What if I desire something different?" Olive asked. "I learned, with your case, as you say, some will be judged criminals when they are not. That, unless I miss my guess, is another certainty we must learn to live with. However, I would choose not to be responsible for jailing those who might be innocent." 
 
    What Hara has set before me, would it not potentially apply to others as well? Astia thought. 
 
    "What are you thinking?" Olive asked. Maybe she saw a concentrated look on Astia's face, or maybe she'd remained silent for so long, the mage wondered if she was being ignored. 
 
    "I don't want to say much at this point, but maybe you should examine if you wish to remain in this place," Astia said after gathering her thoughts yet again. "I have been to the Temple and something weighs heavily on my mind." 
 
    As if thinking along with the former gladiator, Olive said, "I enjoyed the freedom of living out in the wilderness. I will await your return so you may speak more freely. But I say this now, Dyn Astia: if you intend to find your future away from Athessi, I should join you. It will take me no time to decide that for myself." 
 
    "I shall speak with you soon, then, my friend," Astia said and continued on her way. 
 
    The construction of the new wall on the western fringe of the city was going well. Cax was there, helping lift giant stones into place. 
 
    "How goes it, Lieutenant?" Astia asked, prompting the giant to take a break. 
 
    "Report from scouts confirms, Argi is forgetting about Athessi, for the moment," Cax said. Sweat dripped from his face and trickled down from his neck to the bulge of chest visible above the line where his robes began. "The Ioen sent a small raiding party to attack Kladoa, the small fishing village directly west of Sparci. That made Argi mad enough to go forth with his plans and leave us alone." 
 
    "Were you lifting those big blocks of stone all by yourself?" Astia asked, bemused for the moment. 
 
    The giant's shoulders moved up and down. "They said I couldn't do it," he said like a child challenged to do something foolish. 
 
    "Males," Astia said and rolled her eyes. "Still, it is good news you bring me," she added. Cocking her head to the side, as she had in the temple, she realized she couldn't imagine going anywhere without her faithful companion. If he wanted to, of course. 
 
    "You look as though you have something to say," Cax said. Now it was his turn to glance at her from a different angle. "What have the Goddesses said to you this time?" As he watched her reaction, he amended his words. "Or was it something they didn't tell you?" 
 
    Astia took a deep breath before replying. "You know, Cax, you would frighten many elves the way you talk." 
 
    "Me?" Cax said as innocently as he could manage. 
 
    "No orc is supposed to be so wise and intelligent as you." 
 
    "Age is the main difference between intelligence and wisdom, supposing I have either," the tan skinned giant replied sagely. Then he turned serious. "I take it my supposition was correct?" 
 
    "I'll speak with you soon about this," she said instead of answering. "There is one other I would speak with first." 
 
    "In that case, give my respects to Halene, if you would," Cax said. 
 
    As Astia turned to walk back to the government apartments, she shook her head at his prescience. Then, she changed her mind, at least on that last point. "I'm probably transparent enough about Halene to make even a dullard know what I meant," she said quietly, amused at herself. 
 
    Growing wild along the cobblestones was a pretty, red hydra flower. She scooped it up deftly as she passed, then shook away the dirt still clinging to its roots. The government apartments lay ahead; she had moved into one of the small ones herself of late. "Where does Lidyn Halene call home?" she asked the guard standing before the main gate. 
 
    "She has chosen to remain in the same apartment she occupied as a Syn," the guard said. 
 
    "Isn't that like her?" Astia said, nodded to the guard and walked into the compound. Up the stairs she went, heart rising further into her throat with each step. When she knocked at the door, it took only a few seconds for it to open. 
 
    "Astia." Halene's face brightened instantly. The Lidyn stood aside. 
 
    When Astia was in and the door closed, her arm worked, bringing the hydra flower from behind her back. "I-" The heart in her throat made her voice catch in an undignified croak. Quickly, she swallowed it down and said, "I picked this for you." 
 
    Amused, Halene took the flower. Blue hued cheeks turned green from the rush of yellow blood. "Let me put this in water," she said. "Make yourself comfortable." 
 
    She came back a few moments later, to find Astia standing just where she'd been. "I'm glad to see you up on your feet," Astia said. 
 
    "It was a difficult recovery," Halene said. "If you hadn't won the battle with your cleverness, I wouldn't-" she stopped when her own throat seemed to close up on her. 
 
    Absently, Astia stepped forward, took Halene's hand in hers. "The Goddesses have shown me I have a different path," she blurted in a rush of breath. After the words were out, she regretted opening her mouth. 
 
    Halene pulled her hand back and turned half away. "You're leaving me?" she asked, her voice small. 
 
    "No," Astia said firmly. "I meant, we have a different destiny." 
 
    "You toy with me," Halene said harshly. "You say 'I', then 'we'. My heart can take only so much of your ambiguity." 
 
    "Damn it, I'm not being ambiguous," Astia said hotly. "I went to the Temple and prayed to Artema. Hara sent me a vision of the far east. I'm to go there, but the Goddesses said nothing about you. I don't think I can do this without you." 
 
    "If the Goddesses said nothing of me, then why would you think I would come with you?" She took a step away from Astia. 
 
    "Damn it, why are you being difficult?" Astia said. "I'm trying to make amends. We didn't part on the best of terms when last we were alone." 
 
    "Only because you insisted I not do my part to free our city," Halene said, anger flashing behind her eyes. "I showed you, didn't I?" 
 
    "You almost showed Ambrosia, Goddess of the Spirit, in person," Astia growled. "I love you, for Artema's sake; it hurts when I think of you hurt, even if I know in my heart that you should be free to do as you deem right." 
 
    "And you think it hurts any less from my point of view?" Halene was nearly shouting now. Without warning, she stepped forward and grabbed Astia's arms. "You didn't want to go east when I did, but now that Athessi is free, now you want to?" 
 
    "Take your hands off me," Astia said and tried to wriggle free. Halene had a strong grip. Before she knew what was happening, Halene shoved her back into the hallway wall. 
 
    "Bitch," Halene said. "I love you more than you could know." 
 
    To break free, Astia pulled Halene forward as she lifted her knee into the redhead's midsection. Though winded, Halene responded with a left to Astia's ribs, then grabbed her arms again. They shook and pulled and twisted through the hallway. Halene's strength was astonishing to Astia. Not only had she been on death's door a week before, but only the night prior, she'd still been in hospital. Maybe, she realized, she had been going easy on the redhead, which made her seem stronger. 
 
    Now, Astia used all her strength. Ducking under a slap, she put her shoulder into Halene's midsection, lifted her up. The Lidyn's legs kicked helplessly in the air and she screeched as Astia stepped into the nearest room and tossed the redhead onto the big bed. Caught up in the moment, she leaped onto her love and they grappled again. 
 
    Pressed body to body, the heat between them quickly became intense. Soon, Halene's robe began to tear. Then, Astia's followed. Legs locked and arms tangling, they tore at each other's garments. Astia glanced down at Halene's bare breasts and squeezed hers against the redhead's in a bearhug. In her struggles, Halene's leg began to rub against Astia's inner thigh. Heat of anger began to turn into a different kind of blazing inferno. 
 
    However, Halene wasn't done fighting. Though her bearhug was still in place, the redhead managed to bang her head against Astia's. Arms pinned to her sides, Halene reached out with her hands and began pinching the taut flesh of Astia's hips. 
 
    "I'll fix you," Astia said. Deftly, she released the bearhug, slid around and onto Halene's back. With a knee in her back, Astia caught Halene's arms, pinned them behind her. Breath coming in short bursts, she looked down at the nude back of her opponent. Halene's body heaved air in and out and her legs kicked. 
 
    More confident, Astia lowered herself and brushed her lips against the nape of Halene's neck. One hand holding the redhead's arms, with the other, she massaged Halene's shoulders, slid that hand across taut flesh as she kissed and bit at her neck. Halene's breathing remained heavy, but it slowed. Her legs stopped kicking and the tension in her arms relaxed. 
 
    "Why were we fighting?" Halene asked breathlessly. 
 
    "Because you think I'm a bitch," Astia said between kisses. With her free hand, she began to knead Halene's buttocks. When the redhead relaxed completely, Astia let go and used both hands to massage the Lidyn's back while raining kisses across the warm flesh. 
 
    All at once, Astia found herself upended. She'd let her guard down too soon. Halene was larger framed and used her extra weight to advantage. She rolled Astia over and pinned her arms beneath her legs. When Astia lifted her legs to twist free, Halene grabbed them, slipped one under her arm to pin it tightly. 
 
    "You make me so hot," Halene said quietly. "I can't stand the thought of you leaving me." Her engorged clitoris hovered only a few centimeters from Astia's face. "I'll come with you, wherever you lead." 
 
    "You'll come first," Astia said. Turning to the side, she kissed and bit Halene's inner thigh. The flesh was smooth and warm. With her tongue, Astia drew a wet line from Halene's thigh to the labia shielding her clitoris. Halene moaned and pushed her pelvis toward Astia's mouth. Ignoring the clitoris, she gently kissed the labia and gazed up to see Halene's eyes close. 
 
    The redhead shifted enough to free one of Astia's hands. Wetting her thumb with her tongue, Astia set it atop Halene's clitoris and rubbed gently as her tongue licked across and around her love's labia. The vaginal opening glistened with moisture and Astia gladly tasted the thick, sticky liquid. 
 
    For long minutes, Astia's tongue worked in circles, penetrated, then retreated, while her fingers skillfully teased Halene's clitoris. The redhead moaned and began rocking her hips back and forth, slowly at first. When the rhythm got faster and more intense, and her moans got louder and became half screams, Astia sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    In a matter of a few moments, she'd reversed things. Now, she sat atop the redhead who grinned up at her. "You'll follow me to the east?" Astia asked. "The Goddesses haven't said I can't take the one I love with me." 
 
    "The only one you love?" Halene asked, then kissed Astia's thigh. At the nod of the former gladiator, the redhead turned her attention to Astia's vagina. Pleasure surged when Halene's full lips closed around her clitoris, sucked it into her mouth. One of Halene's fingers slid slowly and carefully inside. Astia arched her back so her pelvis could angle itself better. Tongue drawing breath from Astia's lungs, her finger gently withdrew, only to slid further in a moment later, then partially withdrew again. Astia sucked in a tight breath and gently rubbed her own taut nipple, delighting in the ecstasy. 
 
    "We'll need others, for support," Halene said lazily. It was later, and they in each other's arms, sated for the moment. "I wish we could just run away together, but we'll need others." 
 
    "I know," Astia said. "Cax and Olive will want to join us. Others, too, I'm sure." She didn't want to admit she'd already spoken to the giant and mage. "Who will replace you as Lidyn?" 
 
    "Ysander, I think," Halene said around a yawn. "He's a good male." 
 
    "He is," Astia agreed. When Halene yawned again, the former gladiator shifted onto her elbow to watch the redhead. "You don't think you're going to sleep so quickly do you? I'm not finished pleasuring myself with you yet." 
 
    "Oh, yes, mistress," Halene said and giggled. 
 
    Astia lowered her head to drink in the lips of her lover. When the embrace ended, Halene said, "I'm so glad we are together, Astia. I couldn't imagine my life without you." 
 
    "Nor mine without you, my love." Astia kissed her again. The Goddesses had indeed blessed them. Wherever they went, it would be together. 
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